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ABSTRACT 

Neither representative democracy nor mass media ever seem to be fully representative of 

the diverse public of the United States. While decades of conservative administration 

have led to many attempts to reduce the demos of Manhattan to a docile and consenting 

gentry, the city of New York continues to have a large number of groups staging 

protests, changing strategic places from visual-tactile spaces to acoustical-tactile spaces. 

It seems that dissent is ineradicable from the city streets. What would happen if instead 

of trying to eliminate dissent the government began to recognize public expression of 

opinion as a means to full and accurate representation of a plural culture, and civic 

spaces were designed to acknowledge and respond to the plural aggregate of public 

opinions in New York City? This project attempts to create such a space in which all 

groups, whether represented or disenfranchised, have an opportunity to be present at the 

event of political action and directly participate in government. This project is a much 

needed addendum to a system of government that repeatedly fails to represent the 

diversity of New York City. 
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I. Introduction : A New York City Spatial Phenomenon 
 

Unlike professionals in certain other disciplines, such as the business of energy, 

Architects in the mainstream today take a great deal of interest in sustainability, but so 

little in politics. Contrarily, the oil and gas industry profits off of industrial stagnation, 

while lobbying to slow regulation of their industry. It is in the various representative fora 

in Washington that many of the decisions are made (or not) to regulate energy and it is 

from these political venues that the oil lobby manipulates the country. Is it not counter-

productive to be concerned about such important issues, but be so neglectful of politics 

and the spaces of democracy? How can architects expect anything to change if they, who 

are among the most active in the field of environmental conservation, are not part of the 

political sphere? Architects can take a lesson from the protest networks in New York 

City. 

It was a hot Saturday in August in New York, when a loud muffled sound could 

be heard echoing through the canyons of steel, masonry and glass. The timbre was deep, 

and the tones irregular, yet ordered. One could trace a general direction from which it 

seemed to come. Walking several blocks and coming upon a corner, suddenly the sound 

became a bit clearer but seemed to come from a different direction. I turned the corner 

and walked a number of blocks until the source seemed to change again. I adjusted my 

course, and after a few blocks the direction changed again. I was on Broadway and to my 

right some distance down the street the sound was distinctly recognizable as a speech. I 

followed the sound into Times Square to find a large crowd of people with signs gathered 

behind galvanized steel barricades with mounted police surveilling the area. The signs 

were covered with various messages : some to do with gay rights; others for the legaliza-
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tion of marijuana; many to do with the war in Iraq; many more to do with the arming of 

Israel by the United States. This last topic was the topic of the speeches that were being 

delivered. Though the speech coming from the tremendous megaphone at the head of the 

assembly was nearly unintelligible, certain key phrases could be recognized that indicated 

this as the issue of the day for these protesters. 

 

Figure 1.1: Protest in Times Square, Saturday in early August, 2006. Photograph taken by the author. 

 The phenomenon of protest is a common occurrence for New Yorkers. Though 

the bodies of the activists create a great and disruptive barrier, the mood of the event was 

wholly ‘carnevalesque.’ New Yorkers have grown accustomed to seeing protests on the 

streets. In fact, New York City has been called the most opinionated city in the nation by 

the New York Times.1 

Events such as the one discussed above can be described in terms of networks. 

They are always present and often have a hand in every walk of life, but they are not 

always visible. Hardt and Negri see networks as the realization of a post-modern society 
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with ‘swarm intelligence.’ The prevalence of networks have presented an enigma for 

traditional government structures, especially the United States military. Government 

structures would prefer to deal with hierarchically organized social structures. Hierar-

chies are easy to understand, communicate with, and – if need be – destroy. The center is 

all that need be affected. In a network, intervention must be diffuse in order to have any 

effect. This is why hierarchies are often not very well equipped to deal with network 

activity. 

When a distributed network attacks, it swarms its enemy: innumerable in-

dependent forces seem to strike from all directions at a particular point, 

and then disappear back into the environment. From an external perspec-

tive, the network attack is described as a swarm because it appears 

formless. Since the network has no center that dictates order, those who 

can only think in terms of traditional models may assume it has no organi-

zation whatsoever – they see mere spontaneity and anarchy. The network 

attack appears as something like a swarm of birds or insects in a horror 

film, a multitude of mindless assailants, unknown, uncertain, unseen and 

unexpected. If one looks inside a network, however, one can see that it is 

indeed organized, rational, and creative. It has swarm intelligence.2 

Indeed, I thought that the event I witnessed in New York in early august was 

spontaneous as well, but it should have been apparent to me when a woman walked over 

to me and handed me a flyer for the rally they would hold in Washington D.C. the 

following weekend that there is an organization behind protest, which I will attempt to 

describe here.  
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Protest today is inherently reactionary and remedial. An event may take place : in 

this case, the alleged provision to Israel of American missiles for the express purpose of 

waging war against the Hezbollah, a Lebanese organization whose primary agenda 

includes a strong anti-Israeli ideology. These protesters, taking issue with American 

support for Israeli warfare in the middle-east, organized a protest for a specific date. 

Activist groups exist all over the nation, and are connected through individuals in their 

groups that know individuals in other groups, as well as the websites and web logs that 

they publish. Together, these groups constitute a great swarm, much like the one de-

scribed by Hardt and Negri. When such an event or issue offends one of them, and the 

others can agree with the offensive nature of the event, all of these groups will collect in a 

space and protest. This is not a simple thing to do. It is not legal to simply gather and 

obstruct traffic in New York City. If this happens when no parade permit or permit of 

assembly has been obtained, riot police appear and begin making arrests. If violence 

breaks out among the protesters, then the police respond with violence. Because of this, 

the protest groups have become even more organized and are able to acquire such per-

mits. The protest is fully scheduled and on the proposed date of the event, all involved 

groups appear at the site for which the permit is given. A message – or many messages – 

and a disruption are delivered to a normally orderly city fabric. 

 These events take many forms in New York City. There is the single appearance 

of all groups involved, wherein a message is delivered until the expiration of the permit. 

There are other events, such as the June 4th rally at the Mexican Consulate in New York 

City. The rally started with a group marching with signs that displayed slogans like 

Illegal Aliens : I want you out of my country, while singing “America the Beautiful.” A 
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small counterdemonstration formed soon, chanting such slogans as Who you calling 

immigrant, Pilgrim? and playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” This is an example of a 

way in which dissent manifests in the public sector. Whatever point of view one takes on 

this issue, it is interesting that one group can take advantage of another group’s permit, if 

the issue is pressing enough to mobilize swift retaliation. Interactions between the two 

groups were limited to shouting. Finally, after the one-and-a-half hour permit expired, the 

police entered the dispute and sent everyone home. 3 

 A spatial organization of opposite opinions formed at the Consulate that day. 

While groups have the right to express any opinion, if their opinion is offensive to 

another group, this new group may voice its opinion in a similar manner - and sometimes 

does. 

 The expression is not always an expression of an acoustical nature. This is best 

exemplified by the protests of 2006 on the Gallaudet campus in Washington D.C. Gal-

laudet is a university specifically for the deaf. There were several reasons why these 

protests began. The first is the disappearance of four million dollars within the school. 

Certain officials hinted at the possibility of corruption in the school. Second, in order to 

protect the interests of deaf people whose entire system of intelligence is based in modes 

of communication or thinking that differ greatly from the modes of hearing individuals, 

they feel they require a president that has always been deaf and so understands the need 

to maintain a deaf culture. Jane Kelleher Fernandez was to become the new president of 

the University when the protest broke out in May and continued until early in December. 

Her own history as a deaf individual did not meet these criteria. First of all, she was made 

deaf later in life. Second, there were more than a few people who believed she held a 
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controversial point of on an issue called audism,4 which made her a very unpopular 

candidate for presidency of Gallaudet University. I visited this campus to observe their 

methods. I was curious because they are a people who did not have the faculty of sound, 

and would need to find other ways of exerting force.  

 Their methods were simple and direct. They set up a tent city on the front lawn of 

the school, and put together as many visual displays as they could. (figures 2 and 3) Their 

domination of the tactile dimension of the site, and their constant subversion of the icons 

of the school would be a constant reminder to the entire faculty that there existed mass 

dissent within the student body. Among such displays, there were posted signs on the 

statue of the school’s founder that read: Why are you doing this to the children? Banners 

covered the fence that begged passers by to acknowledge the cause. Those who lived in 

the tents called themselves tentians in the local literature. 

     

Figures 1.2 & 1.3: The Gallaudet Tent City (left) and a Gallaudet Visual Icon Intervention (right) 
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 From this, it is obvious that speech is not a purely acoustical phenomenon, but has 

elements of tactile and visual nature as well. While speech has its roots in the auditory 

environment, it can take on many forms. This is where context becomes important to a 

discussion of dissent. Chantal Mouffe makes a case for the inclusion of speech of all 

kinds in democratic discourse. The context in which dissent takes place is as important as 

the message of dissent that is being expressed.5 The famous Marshall McLuhan quote is 

“the medium is the message.” Cavell interprets this idea to mean “Communication was 

what we lived; communication was our social space in that all uttering was outering.”6 

By communicating in any way through visual elements such as text or imagery, tactile 

elements such as sculpture or movement or auditory elements such as speech or music, 

we are participating in communication. This has profound meaning for democratic 

expression. 

 The argument I intend to make in this paper is one of appropriate democratic 

expression. Spaces of democracy, if they are to truly achieve egalitarianism, must ac-

knowledge all forms of speech and dissent. This multi-modal problem engages issues of 

the auditory, as well as the visual and tactile relams. Post-modern speech in the network 

society can take on many forms. 

 Marshall McLuhan understood the multi-modal nature of media and communica-

tion. What has been shown recently in the work of Richard Cavell was that he also 

advocated a multi-modal approach to space and architecture. Where architects concerned 

with phenomenology in the 1960’s and 1970’s were primarily concerned with the visual 

and tactile, McLuhan’s work attempted to bring attention to the auditory nature of media 
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and space. This paper will attempt to do the same in its approach to a phenomenology of 

protest. 

 This problem is gaining in importance, as New York’s government steps further 

and further down the treacherous path toward a homogeneous demos of docile gentry. 

Various mechanisms of gentrification, regulation and prohibition are being implemented 

to try and eliminate dissent – incidentally, making government as simple and linear as 

possible, like a book. Rosalyn Deutsch chronicles the gentrification of Union Square in 

her volume entitled Evictions. In this volume, she explains the removal of the homeless 

from various areas of Manhattan, only to replace the old neighborhoods with high priced 

condominiums and spaces designed to prevent certain illicit activities.7 Gentrification can 

serve as a mechanism for removing troublemakers from the demos of a region. Steps are 

further taken to remedy the shortcomings of this homogenization in the legislation that 

attempts to prevent public assembly. For example, on January 31, 2007, a new set of 

rules were issued by the New York Police Department limiting who can request parade 

permits and for when or where they may be issued. This, of course, led to a series of 

rallies protesting the new anti-protest legislation. Promises have been made to reverse the 

legislation.8 These events and others, which will be mentioned later in the paper, illustrate 

that there is a trend towards the removal of dissent in New York City. 

However, as is shown above, the networks of protesters are far too dynamic to be 

eliminated. One might liken the problems that such motions are confronted with in New 

York City to the problems that American soldiers are having in Iraq trying to deal with 

insurgents that are tired of seeing Americans in Iraq. There is no way to eliminate all 

dissent. The act of trying merely breeds more dissent which feeds back into the network. 
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One might argue that the only way to eliminate dissent is by eliminating the network… 

but this is not possible, as the network is an intangible element that appears in one place 

and then disappears nearly as quickly as it appeared in the first place. What we are left 

with is the urgent necessity to understand and cope with the network rather than eliminate 

it. As we will find, this can be a wonderful opportunity. 

In order to fully understand the problem at hand, we will undergo three short in-

vestigations of related issues to the problem of what I call the Acoustico-Political 

Urbanscape. The first investigation will be a genealogy of speech - from the first utter-

ances to the myriad forms of communication that exist today - performed in hopes of 

coming to an understanding of the forms of speech that are used today, and have been 

used in the past. 

The Second investigation will be an investigation of democracy and the spaces of 

democracy, as well as the hierarchical structures that grant Americans the security they 

enjoy today. The final investigation will be an investigation of the networks of resistance 

that are discussed above and their relationships to the previous two topics. 

The paper will conclude with a proposal that mediates the three topics in the space 

of a prominent political space in New York City. I will attempt to realize the proposal 

made by Chantal Mouffe of an agonistic political system, by creating a space that is built 

just for that proposal.
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II. A Genealogy of Speech, Media and Modernity 

Genealogies 

 In Foucault’s use of the term ‘genealogy’ in history, based upon the work of 

Friedrich Nietzsche, time must be viewed in terms of many simultaneous timelines that 

converge and diverge at various times. The proposal of genealogical historical records 

was made in stark contrast to and resistance of the dominant model of historical repre-

sentation known as ‘monumental history.’1  

In a sense, genealogy returns to the three modalities of history that 

Nietzsche recognized in 1874. It returns to them in spite of objections 

that Nietzsche raised in the name of affirmative and creative powers of 

life. But they are metamorphosed: the veneration of monuments becomes 

parody; the respect for ancient continuities becomes systematic disassoci-

ation; the critique of the injustices of the past by a truth held by men in 

the present becomes the destruction of the man who maintains knowledge 

[connaissance] by the injustice proper to the will to knowledge.1 

This is especially important when viewing the development of acoustical pheno-

mena, such as speech. Sound is a three dimensional temporal event, which when used in 

certain contexts with certain content, can plant rhythms or ideas in the minds of people. 

It can trigger and subdue events by its meaning. The resonance of speech does not end 

with the dissipation of the initial sound, but often continues to pulse with the actions of 

the listeners it has affected. 

Genealogy is an important tool to use when one seeks to truly understand the 

events and typologies of the past.  In Foucault’s view, understanding history in nonlinear 
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terms tends to: 1) show that events we once thought were important were often not much 

more important that whatever events caused them (consider the context), 2) expose that 

history is not just a simple chain of events, but a complex interaction between various 

forces that trigger events, monumental or otherwise, 3) dispel traditional understandings 

of history, and point out the dynamic of the passage of time, unencumbered by extreme 

subjectivities like right and wrong - this is what he means when he refers to genealogy as 

‘gray’2 and claims that it destroys the man of (traditional) knowledge. History takes on a 

carnevalesque character, in which things are not as simple as they seem at first glance, 

and the interplay of various entities affect the shape of the ever emergent zeitgeist. 

Genealogy will be very important in this study, which will be an attempt to un-

derstand the origin, evolution, and relatives of that ever present now phantasmal 

institution, the ‘oral tradition.’ Speech being an institution universal to human life, it is 

not possible to trace every historical phenomenon that has affected speech in this modest 

project, but it may be possible to point out some periods that give clues that may provide 

an understanding of speech as it exists today, and its role in the democracies of today. 

 

From the Mother Tongue to Rhetoric to Democracy and Discourse 

 It is not certain when or where language first developed. Many anthropologists 

believe that there were many proto-sapien species of hominids all over the world before 

modern humans developed in central Africa and spread over the globe, carrying their 

customs and technologies with them. Whether or not they had language by that time is 

not clear. Many linguists believe that all languages come from a single mother tongue, 

possibly developed in Northern Eurasia. Again, whether this happened before or after 
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the evolution of modern man is unclear. 3 It is not feasible to go over the linguistic 

theory in its entirety in this document, because of the breadth, and the author’s lack of 

expertise on the matter. Suffice it to say that since its inception, ‘orality’ has been a key 

technology in the progress of human beings, from their emergence as the dominant 

species of animal, to the hegemony of emergent global culture. 

 Ultimately, a technology was created that could take the ephemeral phenomenon 

of speech and concretize it – make it last centuries if needed. Human beings have been 

painting communicative images on surfaces for tens of thousands of years (the earliest 

known forms being cave paintings). Visual communication reaches the stage of being a 

truly progressive technology in the third millennium B.C. The earliest form of this 

technology that is known appears in the archaeological studies of ancient Mesopotamia. 

Business records scratched into clay tablets lay in the ruins of ancient cities. The most 

widely accepted theory on the origins of early Mesopotamian writing – ‘cuneiform’ – 

seems to be that the symbols evolved out of pictograms that came under common usage 

in the fourth millennium B.C., and slowly became more abstract. Eventually, the sym-

bols came to represent the sounds that people make in speech, and the combinations of 

these symbols would become words.4 Later on, alphabets developed among various 

western cultures, including the Greeks. Writing would change the experience of daily 

life in writing cultures. The resultant social organization is called, by the authorities on 

the matter, ‘manuscript culture.’ A large amount of literature has been written claiming 

that writing brought on the decline of ‘orality.’ Contrary to this point, Walter Ong points 

out that ‘orality’ persisted well beyond the fifth century B.C. and was expanded and 

refined by the Ancient Greeks,5 when the study of Rhetoric was created. For more than 
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two millennia after, the study of rhetoric became one of the most engaged-in pursuits of 

academia.6 

Persons from a high-technology culture who become aware of the vast li-

terature of the past dealing with rhetoric, from classical antiquity through 

the middle ages, the Renaissance, and on into the age of the enlighten-

ment, of the universal and obsessive interest in the subject through the 

ages and the amount of time spent studying it, of its vast and intricate 

terminology for classifying hundreds of figures of speech in Greek and 

Latin… are likely to react with ‘What a waste of time!’ But for its first 

discoverers or inventors, the Sophists of fifth-century Greece, rhetoric 

was a marvelous thing. It provided a rationale for what was dearest to 

their hearts, effective and often showy oral performance, something 

which had been a distinctively human part of human existence for ages, 

but which, before writing could never have been so reflectively prepared 

for or accounted for.7 

Rhetoric was born as the study of oral persuasion. The Greeks employed speech 

to prove and disprove points in public discourse. Not only were they given, through this 

gift, a public voice, but also accountability. As surely as a speaker was an orator, a 

speaker’s listeners were also orators, and could challenge the speaker. Writing indeed 

enhanced oral culture, allowing the Greeks to think on paper, and study precedents in 

speech. Instead of a decline, a refinement of orality was achieved through writing. 

Rhetoric became for the ancient Greeks, and arguably continues to be, a cornerstone in 

the pursuit of democracy. 
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We are reasonably certain that orality thrived in ancient Greek culture not only 

because of references to speeches delivered in Plato, but also because of centuries of 

discourse over the Homeric epic poems – the Iliad and the Odyssey. No one is certain 

what the origin of these narratives is. Richard Bentley (1662 -1742) suggested that 

Homer indeed wrote these poems down, and that they were compiled by the Italian 

philosopher Pisistratus 500 years after Homer’s Death. Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) 

believed instead that there never was any Homer, but that these poems were the creation 

of the Greek society. Robert Wood (1717 – 1771) was the first to conjecture that because 

memory was much stronger in Greek oral culture, the poems were more likely passed 

down by word of mouth, rather than written down. Milman Parry (1902 – 1935), whose 

discoveries were documented by his son later in the twentieth century, gave the ideas of 

Robert Wood much more credence than they had enjoyed before. Using the nineteenth 

century analyses of the Homeric Epic verse and format, he discovered Mnemonic forms 

in the poetry that would have made it conceivable for an entire people to memorize the 

poems to be retold on many occasions, ritual or otherwise.8 The theory that poetry could 

have been passed down by word of mouth, using mnemonic memorization techniques 

until the emergence of manuscript culture, is the most widely accepted theory to date. 

Ancient Greek democracy was made possible by a number of advantageous con-

ditions in addition to rhetoric. First of all, Greece was a temperate region and very 

comfortable outdoors for most of the year. Because people could comfortably engage in 

mass social interaction in public spaces at any time of year, it was possible for them to 

continuously collaborate transparently and openly in governance.9 Furthermore, the 
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development of rhetoric as outlined above, and the strong ties to a disciplined oral 

tradition made for an often very credible series of philosophical and political arguments. 

The Greek city-state form created by this intellectual and natural climate usually 

consisted of the minimum elements of an acropolis, a  city wall, a residential district 

filled with low, private courtyard houses, culture and leisure centers, a religious precinct 

- if not part of the acropolis, a harbor – if  on a body of water, and often an industrial 

district.10 The acropolis, a symbol of hierarchical authority, was the defensive origin of 

the city, built up as a fortress, and later either evolving into a religious site, or aban-

doned. Its specific importance waned in the time of democratic Greece. Of these 

elements it was the agora that became the site of oratory and public gathering. Demo-

cratic rhetoric flourished in these temperate, free, open spaces in the Greek city-state.11 

Morris writes in his chapter on the Greek city-state, “It was Aristotle, on the subject of 

town walls, who said that an acropolis was suitable for oligarchy and monarchy, and 

level ground for democracy.”  

The Agora was a wholly unique form of city structure, which supported a great 

variety of activities. It was public space and a market, in that it fulfilled those functions, 

but it was so much more. It was, according to Morris, the center of business and politics 

of daily life. It occupied locations in Greek city-states that were the most important. 

These places were either in the center, or by the port of harbor towns. In this fashion, 

democracy wove itself into the fabric of everyone’s activities. Public life was thoroughly 

intertwined with all aspects of daily life, including commerce and government. Some 

historians see the ‘planning’ of such public spaces, complete with structures such as stoa 

and shops, as signs that democracy had unfolded, and ‘the People’ were in control, and 
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prepared by this space to lead themselves as a diffuse, cooperative whole.12 ‘Orality’ was 

at the heart of this phenomenon, augmented and refined by the technology of writing.     

     

Figure 2.1 : Plan of the Agora in Athens, after Morris, 1979, p. 32 

Besides the spaces mentioned above, the ever changing democratic system of 

government also had its own spaces. These will be discussed in chapter three, as their 

respective bodies are discussed. 

 

From Manuscript to Document to Bureaucracy 

Orality likely remained important to manuscript cultures because of the limita-

tions of writing technologies. As Ong points out, manuscripts were not easily understood 

or indexed. When one found important information in a manuscript, they would tend to 
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try to memorize it, which was not difficult, since many manuscripts were written in the 

same sort of mnemonic, metered form that oral cultural verse was composed in.13 

Understanding this, it is not hard to imagine why much of the world remained wholly 

illiterate for much of history, and why ‘orality’ was for so many centuries the prevalent 

form of communication, even after the emergence of the manuscript. 

In some manuscript cultures, orality was a long trusted source of record that 

people would not readily give up. In eleventh and twelfth century England, for example, 

people had to be convinced of the credibility of documents. ‘Orality’ gave to the people 

a certain level of accountability for the things that they said. If someone said something 

that one knew was not true, one could challenge the individual directly, which was a 

phenomenon that was widely accepted in ancient Greece. This was not a luxury that was 

afforded to anyone reading a pre-scripted text. Witness was held a more credible, 

accountable form of record. Truth being in constant review, a community could conceiv-

ably be more certain of the collective truth.14 

Eventually, the document would come to be the trusted medium of society. As 

Clanchy points out, written documents in England proliferated between 1066 and 1307. 

This particular period in English history, beginning with the invasion of the Normans 

and the subsequent domination of England by continental European powers, provides a 

well documented snapshot of an oral culture in transition to manuscript culture. It 

provides us with one of the most well preserved collections of documents from such a 

period of transition. 

When King William, the Norman, conquered England, it was one of his first 

goals to bring the people under the rule of ‘juri scripto legibusque,’ ‘written law,’ a form 
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of rule which harkens back to the ‘jus and lex of Roman jurisprudence.’15 This had 

implications far beyond the introduction of a Continental alphabet. Clanchy points out 

the effects of manuscript upon England by explaining the process by which Master 

David of London (12th c.) secured his pension in 1170: 

To Sum up, the documents which David needed to safeguard his pension 

comprised two charters from Henry II, two charters from the Young King 

and a letter close to the Young King; writs to Ranulf de Broc, the bishop 

of London, the sheriffs of Middlesex, and the barons of the Exchequer; 

official transcripts of these two writs; two letters from ministers to offi-

cials in England. Altogether eleven royal documents were to be produced, 

and two letters from ministers. These letters would in their turn create 

other correspondence… 

…Behind any solemn royal charter now extant there once existed numer-

ous ancillary documents – petitions , drafts, transcript, writs to officials, 

letters to other interested parties, and correspondence among the officials 

themselves ‘so that things may be made to run expeditiously’. As the king 

moved continually from place to place within England, and often across 

the channel as well (particularly in Henry II’s case), he communicated 

with many of his officials by letters. Almost any royal order required 

some sort of writ to, or from, the Exchequer in London; the purpose of 

Master David’s ‘standing orders’ was to reduce the repetitious issue of 

writs of this sort.16 
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 The emergent widespread use of documents made possible a different form of 

social organization: a more stringent, increasingly authoritarian form that would be 

identified later by Max Weber(1864-1920) as bureaucracy. Bureaucracies, deliberately 

implemented or not, were made possible by correspondence through written letters and 

documents. Writing was not only communication, but record. Later under the reign of 

Edward I (1239 – 1307), documents were no long the exclusive tool of the king’s 

bureaucracy, but came into general use by English villagers.  

It is possible that Englishmen became exceptionally conscious of records 

as a direct consequence of the Norman Conquest. Making records is in-

itially a product of distrust rather than social progress. By making 

Domesday Book William the Conqueror set his shameful mark on the 

humiliated people, and even on their domestic animals, in the opinion of 

the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The harsh exactitude of Norman and Ange-

vin officials, with their writs and pipe rolls, caused churchmen and 

ultimately even laymen to keep records of their own. Thus it has been 

calculated that out of 971 papal decretal letters of the twelfth century 

whose destination is known, 434 went to England. This statistic does not 

mean that papal curia expended nearly half its energies on English busi-

nesses but that English recipients were more careful to preserve papal 

letters than clergy in other European states.17 

 The English learned to keep records in order to safeguard what was theirs from 

the hands of the Normans. The safety of a document often secured ownership of proper-

ty, or a state of being. 
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 Despite the replacement of an important role of in society, ‘orality’ still remained 

important to medieval life. Sites for oral activities were built for the public. One of the 

most famous of such sites is the Campo in Siena. The Campo was designated an open 

space in Siena late in the thirteenth century, and was paved in the fourteenth century. Its 

steep rake towards the Palazzo Pubblico – the seat of the government of the podesta and 

the council of nine – is the result of the topography of the three hills’ convergence upon 

this point. It was an ideal site, as the rake made for a kind of theatrical arrangement, with 

the palazzo as the skena. It would become the site of games, markets, and most of all, 

oral activities such as recitations of the Arthurian Romances by the cantastoristi. The 

Arthurian Romances were a kind of cult for the Sienese nobility, and no doubt served to 

perpetuate an image of an age of golden rule. While documents were certainly the 

dominant medium of government in Siena at the time, ‘orality’ maintained its position as 

an enjoyably public element of daily life, much as the campo and the other amenities of 

Siena were.18 

The Campo bears similarities in function to the Ancient Greek agora, but clearly 

lacks the benefit of a real democracy. The connection is the benevolence expressed 

towards the citizenry. The Campo was not just a gift to the citizens; it was an exhibit to 

visitors of a highly enjoyable and spectacular public space, which served to engage 

citizen life, and maintain a peaceful public body. The Sienese public did not always 

conform to this expectation, however. Sites of ‘orality,’ because of their public nature, 

can be sites of conflict, whether democratic or not. The Sienese crowd had a custom of 

engaging in bare fisted melees in a game called ‘pugna.’ In 1325, one of these ‘games’ 

erupted into a battle, complete with spears, helmets, coats of arms, and of course, 
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bloodshed. Feuding families rushed to find their arms and took the opportunity to 

represent their family’s strength and courage. With some pleading from the clergy and 

officials, the fighting eventually quieted and stopped, and the surviving populace went 

home. 19 

 

Print and the Demise of the Storyteller 

 The printed word was what definitively changed the course of ‘orality.’ Its 

predecessor was the woodcut, an easily repeatable impression of an image that could 

repeat a document or drawing on multiple pages.20 The fifteenth century invention of the 

printing press served to make literature easily reproducible. This had obvious but 

enormous ramifications for western society at large. Books, before print, were handled 

with reverence, because of their value and rareness. A scribe’s effort and care in produc-

ing legible tomes of communal knowledge was something to be admired. All of a 

sudden, literature could become commonplace. It could be privately owned by the 

common citizen at a low cost. Where literacy was a skill afforded only to those with 

considerable means in most places, it now could become commonplace, and entire 

populations would be more able to participate in what were once private elitist media 

fora. 

 The resultant cultural change was much deeper than this, however. McLuhan, 

Walter Ong’s key influence, dedicated his academic career to understanding the interior 

and exterior changes to society and individuals based on media technology innovations. 

It was his postulate that the transition to print media from written media (and conse-

quently, ‘orality’) as the principle form of communication caused deep sensory changes 
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in people. McLuhan believes that people were not always so visually oriented. It was 

with the interiorization of print (print, rather than writing, because of its totalizing effect 

on entire cultures) that people’s consciousness developed into a consistent visual focus 

upon individual objects. He explains the sensory experiences of tribal African cultures to 

illustrate this. According to McLuhan, a non-literate individual sees the world not as a 

whole at a glance, but more in small parts. When a tribe member works with an object, 

they experience it tactilely. The existence of the environment in its entirety is expe-

rienced through the ear. This is the reason why tribal individuals cannot watch movies in 

the same effective way that western society members do. Because of a lack of training in 

visual consciousness, they are unable to view the picture as a whole.21 Presumably, this 

is the way in which much of western society experienced the world before the onset of 

mass literacy made possible by the printing press. 

 According to Ong, ‘orality’ persisted in society through the seventeenth century, 

despite the effect of print technology. It was upheld more by tradition than anything else. 

The Latin oral tradition continued as a male rite of passage. It was written more often 

than printed and, being sex-linked, was taught to young men who were coming of age as 

a scholarly language. In this way, ‘orality’ became a categorically male phenomenon.22 

 Women who learned to write during this period, being separate from this tradi-

tion, had a role to play in the decline of orality. It was around this time that more and 

more women were being schooled, primarily to be effective at managing households or 

large hospitality businesses. They read on their own, however, and began to write and 

become published. Their written voice was different from the male written voice. It had 

a less oral quality, and expressed itself as more individualistic and intimate. Female 



 

24 

 

written voice became an innovative style which paved the way for the novel.23 Walter 

Benjamin made the claim that the novel was a key development in the decline of story-

telling,24 which as we might recall, was a key element of ‘orality.’ The Homeric epics 

were only one example of the vast number of stories that made their way from the past to 

the present by mnemonic, poetic word of mouth. If Benjamin is correct, the development 

of the novel certainly served to free storytelling from the structured form of mnemonic 

oral poetry. It also damaged one of the key foundations of oral tradition. ‘Orality’ takes 

another step toward the social margin. 

 

Speech Sites Bear Witness to Change 

Alan Read places his historical critique in the 1800’s, examining several events 

that lead to the obsolescence of the ‘speech site.’ His historical site is the vicinity of 

William Morris’ workshop from 1878 to 1896 – Kelmscott House, near London. Sir 

Francis Ronalds (1788 – 1873) occupied a coach house just off to the side of this edifice, 

and in the year 1816, ran what is believed to be one of the first telegraph lines, and 

theorized on the effective use of the new technology.25 As Winston points out, a short 

range telegraph based on static electricity was already in use, but telegraphs based on 

dynamic power were largely rejected.26 At the time Ronalds’ proposal was received 

without much enthusiasm despite the case that he made about the superiority of the 

telegraph over the semaphore. The dynamically powered telegraph emerged again 

twenty years later, eventually to come to full use by Wheatstone and Cooke. They 

demonstrated the technology’s usefulness by using it to aid in the capture of the Quaker 

Tavell, an escaped murderer. The telegraph then became instrumental in the communica-
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tions of the British colonies in Africa; linking it to what some authorities would call the 

first sign of globalization. This marks the beginning of a cultural pluralism or ‘hybridity’ 

in our world. When coupled with the development of trains, subways and other forms of 

instantaneous communication, it has been called the ‘contraction of the world,’ or the 

“death of distance.” 27 One no longer had to transmit physical notes or bodies in order to 

communicate. Even if one did need to transmit one’s body to a location because of the 

inadequacy of a note or transmitted message, one could do it with relative ease, comfort 

and expediency on the railways. 

Another key site of Read’s critique is the speech site at Kelmscott House, which 

served as a major venue for the famous orator and storyteller William Morris and his 

socialist colleagues. As though it were the last hurrah of histories of monumental prox-

imity, two key entities in the shaping of public space in much of the world would 

converge on this site, the speech site and the telegraph, and as is often the case in gene-

alogies, one would ultimately overcome the other. The speech site was more than a 

“location for locution.” It was a place where people could meet and share news, as well 

as address a large amount of people. Meeting at the local speech site was a commingling 

of people of varying backgrounds and social strata. For example, the site at Kelmscott 

served for one day each winter as an exhibit of Octavia Hill’s “model dwellings for the 

poor”, which placed “the impoverished alongside intellectual and artistic philanthrop-

ists…”28 These sorts of events, with their link to discourse, imply a connection between 

speech sites of this period and the democratic spaces of Ancient Greece. 
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There is a tension between the two 

histories on this site. William Morris is 

known best for his work in the arts and crafts 

movement, as well as an attempt at reviving 

medieval culture and society. He spoke and 

wrote against the progress of modernity, and 

opposed the building of trains. recognized 

that people would acknowledge their neigh-

borhoods and boroughs less and less, as they 

commuted ever more frequently to one of the 

key advances in long distance communication. Earlier in the century, the site is witness 

to a technological advance that would serve to aid in the scattering of British travelers all 

over the world. On the other hand, the site paid witness later that century to the revivalist 

actions of William Morris. Try as he might, he could not halt time. 

There is only one record of Morris’ engagement with Ronalds: towards 

the end of his life in 1896 and after Ronalds’ own death in 1873. It is rec-

orded, in a single source, and there is no verification of this in Morris’ 

letters. A man called W. Kemp approached Morris with the aim of plac-

ing a memorial stone to Ronalds on the house: ‘The suggestion met with 

wrath. Morris declared that for their brutalizing influence upon humans, 

telegraphs were as much to be blamed as railways.’29 

 

Figure 2.2: Kelmscott House, after Read, 2000.
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Beginning with the telegraph, an expansion of technologies, feeding off of other 

technologies, necessitated by new situations created by other emergent technologies, 

rapidly changed the world we live in. Centuries of the study of the properties of electrici-

ty and magnetism made the static telegraph possible in the eighteenth century. Brian 

Winston’s book Media Technology and Society provides a detailed history of the 

emergence of these major technologies, complete with analyses of market forces and 

industries that used these technologies. It was advances in dynamo technology and 

necessities created by crime and rail safety that eventually brought into common use a 

long distance version of the telegraph. The technology was slow to be accepted by the 

general public, but ultimately, in the United States it became a vital tool in newspaper 

and investment. In Europe, it became an addendum to the post and other government 

services.30 

A race to develop the technology by which a ‘telephone’ could be created ensued 

in the telegraphic equipment business in the late nineteenth century. The interest in such 

a technology had already been expressed, and several devices were created along the 

way, including ‘string phones’ – some operating as far as a half mile on tensioned string, 

‘speaking tubes,’ ear trumpets and megaphones – both experiments in distance acoustic-

al signaling. As soon as methods for transmitting electrical signals for extended 

distances and building transducers for acoustical to electrical phenomena were discov-

ered, the race was on to make a marketable and diffuse technology of distance voice 

transfer.31 When Bell, Gray and Reiss32 finally delivered a marketable ‘telephone’, 

people no longer had to be in the presence of other people to converse. It could be 
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conceived as a boon for speech, but was certainly a loss for public space, and conse-

quently ‘orality.’ 

This technology was first used in 1877 by stockbrokers, factory owners and 

newspapers. Bell Labs would continually fail to make the telephone a diffuse social 

medium until after 1900, with the abatement of a major recession in the United States. 

The invention of the telephone’s voice transmission apparatus made recording technolo-

gy possible. A string of advances led to the invention of the radio. Hughes’ discovery of 

signal transmission in a bad contact within his microphone showed that it was possible 

to send information wirelessly. Marconi’s discovery that a very tall ‘mast’ (understood 

as antenna) can transmit signals great distances made radio possible. The interesting 

thing about Winston’s book is that unlike many historical volumes, it does not credit a 

single individual with the invention of things like the telephone or the radio. Rather, 

Winston attempts to discern the connections between various individuals’ contributions 

to an invention. In this way, he exposes that great things do not usually happen by the 

efforts of a single individual, but rather by the aggregated efforts of a network of indi-

viduals, acting either in competition or collaboration with one another. The mast, or 

Antennae that Marconi conceived of was presented as a new form for telegraphy, 

possibly for use by the military. The counterargument to this idea was that anyone could 

listen in… which may have been bad for military reconnaissance, but gave the technolo-

gy its new purpose.33 Radio might be the first distance mass address system that 

humanity ever created. Because of radio, public space was now completely unnecessary. 

The speech site was no longer necessary for public address. Speech and song is usually 

the main content of contemporary radio transmission, but radio is a one-way medium. It 
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has all the unaccountability of writing and print, wrapped in a deceptively acoustical 

package. Radio may have an oral guise, but it was quite possibly the final nail in the 

coffin of the ‘oral tradition.’ From this point on, society would witness the ‘invention’ 

and mass consumption of television, the automobile, highways and ultimately the 

internet, all marching over the grave of ‘the oral tradition.’ In gaining modes of distance 

communication and commute, western society gave up, en mass, the ritual of the public 

gathering.  

Yet, as was mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, traces of ‘orality’ still 

lurk in our quasi-democratic societies. It is most obvious in a few places. First of all, 

‘orality’ never disappeared from education for an instant. For some reason, people 

continue to have a strong faith in oral, face-to-face interaction with a role model for the 

rearing and socialization of children. Even in higher-education settings, oral lessons are 

still delivered from the professor to the students (although some schools have made a 

jump to offering classes over the internet). Second, rhetorical address still exists in 

politics. One major difference between our model of democracy and the Ancient Greek 

model is that they used writing as an addendum and a refinement to rhetoric. In politics 

today, it is the other way around. Laws and government acts are proposed and assembled 

in written documents, and then are spoken about in public settings. Finally, there are all 

sorts of expressions of opinion in public that are considered ‘speech,’ including but not 

limited to oratory. It is not the delivery method that ties these expressions to ‘orality’ 

necessarily, but the democratic nature of opinions expressed in public. In the following 

chapters, we will investigate the remaining fora available to ‘the multitudes’ in a world 

in which the most fundamental institution of democracy has passed away. 
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III. FORM of Democracy 

 The recent volume Origins of Democracy in Ancient Greece is a remarkable text 

in that even its three main collaborating authors disagree in certain details of the origins 

of democracy and actively argue amongst themselves, referencing and critiquing each 

other in the very same book. The volume is democratic deliberation between two hard 

covers. The result is what appears to be a very candid and honest approach to the current 

understanding of Ancient Greek democracy. 

The origins of democracy in Ancient Greece are the subject of a Marxist’s day-

dream. Pre-democratic society involved a hierarchical system of elites and the ruled, but 

even at this early stage the ‘demos’ had a place in daily life. The Homeric poems, for 

example, while biased toward the elite classes of rulers such as Agamemnon, and 

powerful individual heroes such as Achilles and Odysseus, acknowledge a significant 

role in determining the course of a society that the ruled class played. According to 

Raaflaub, the Homeric poems provide ample evidence that public citizen assemblies 

were held before the dawn of democracy. In the Iliad, for example, Odysseus tells a tale 

of subservience to the “hoarse voice of the people” on Crete. Hector chooses to face 

Achilles on the battlefield rather than face the disapproval of the Trojans, safe in the 

city. A system of ostracism and pressure from the masses often dictated policy in the 

time that Homer might have lived (surmised to be 8th or 9th century B.C.). Raaflaub and 

Wallace say it best: 

In Homer, despite elite claims to the contrary, the demos’ role is signifi-

cant on the battlefield, in the assembly, and in society. Although equality 

is not yet formalized or confirmed by law or ideology, basic forms or 
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egalitarianism are reflected in the weakness of aristocratic authority and 

social hierarchies, including class vocabulary. In fighting and in the as-

sembly, each man can contribute and none is happy to be subordinate or 

obey. Homeric society recognizes the value and humanity of each indi-

vidual, even those of low social status. Although the elite may not like it, 

already men like Thersites are standing up in the assembly and address-

ing the gathered community. The sentiments of the people are a force to 

be reckoned with. Despite his elite focus and aristocratic bias, Homer al-

ready reveals some fundamental institutions, practices and mentalities 

that would later form the core of Greek democracy.1 

This system, however it really appeared, cannot be called a democracy because 

of its acutely elitist hierarchies. Homer extols the virtues of nobles who compete with 

each other for glory and wealth. He celebrates the actions of heroes, making the armies 

of pre-hoplite warfare a kind of backdrop. 

 Democracy would not truly develop until the sixth or seventh century B.C. While 

Spartan politics during this time are poorly documented, it is believed that Sparta 

developed the first political system controlled by the demos. Differences between the 

Spartans were suppressed. A cry from the poor urged a redistribution of property, which 

was carried out in such a way that everyone had enough property to become self-

sufficient. Sparta was among the first Greek city-states to discover that it was possible to 

change the ruling system by writing such changes into a ‘constitution.’ It is not certain 

whether Sparta can be called the first democracy, but Sparta was certainly a contributing 

pioneer in the Greek democratic experiment.2 
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 One of the most important innovations in social order driven by Sparta was the 

development of a ‘hoplite state.’ The hoplite phalanx was a strong metaphor for the 

unity of state so necessary to Greek politics. It came to be treasured by the elites and the 

masses alike.  

Massed in close ranks together, hoplites fought in strict discipline, shoul-

der to shoulder, shield to shield. Even if hoplite warfare evolved 

gradually and itself did not constitute a social and political revolution, it 

reflected social relations in several important ways. First, phalanx fight-

ing was inherently communitarian, cooperative, and egalitarian. Elites 

and mosoi fought side by side as equals, in defense of the polis. They 

learned to trust each other and work together. Second, and related to this 

point, hoplite warfare offered no room for aristocratic aristeiai, as the 

Greeks imagined were typical of “heroic” fighting. The best fighters were 

placed in the first rank, irrespective of status and class. Hence every hop-

lite had a chance to be recognized as the best (aristos). The soldier arête 

(excellence), as Tyrtaeus illustrates so impressively, could no longer be 

claimed exclusively by the elite. Arete was communalized. Even if still at 

the end of the archaic period, after the great Persian war battle at Plataea, 

the bravest fighters were singled out and honored, all the Greek hoplites 

who had fallen in this battle were celebrated as heroes and collectively 

compared with the epic heroes of the Trojan War. Third, the polis super-

vised training and decided when and where to fight. Although raids by 

elite warrior groups and private military actions against neighboring 
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communities still occurred, henceforth the hoplites formed the principal 

military force of all Greek poleis, and hoplite warfare was communal, 

conducted by the polis as the collectivity of its citizens.3 

While it is generally accepted that hoplite unity was a hegemonic value of Greek 

democratic culture, certain scholars such as van Wees believe that hoplite warfare, as it 

is presented in the Greek texts – as a model for democratic citizenship – did not develop 

until long after the sixth or seventh centuries. Before that, warfare was probably con-

ducted mixing light-armed infantry into the army, and these light-armed men came from 

disenfranchised groups, such as slaves or serfs. According to van Wees, this discredits 

hoplite warfare as a model for democracy. Raaflaub does not agree with this assertion, 

however. Though he finds van Wees observations that early hoplite armies were com-

posed of non-homogeneous strata of warriors, rather than homogeneous ironclad 

warriors from varying social strata, as was previously thought, hoplite warfare would 

ultimately achieve this ideal, and would become the model for war and social organiza-

tion in the time of true democracy. He ultimately dismisses van Wees’ conclusions as a 

conspiracy theory about an unlikely falsification of history, while accepting his interest-

ing observations about the origins of hoplite warfare.4 

The traditional understanding of Athenian democracy – the model written about 

by Aristotle and often the inspiration for current models – is composed of the Assembly, 

the council of 500, and the law courts.  Any adult male could attend the assembly. 

Presidents of the assembly were chosen at each meeting by lot, and could not serve for 

more than a day per lot. Members of the council of 500, or Boule were chosen from each 

district, township or section of Attica by lot or, in special cases such as for heroes or 
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scholars, elected. Each council member could serve for a one-year term, and not for 

more than two terms in their lifetime. The Council dealt with new legislation, which 

would then be passed on to the assembly for approval, rejection or amendment, and 

directed the administrators and officials in the region. The law court magistrates and 

citizen judges were selected by lot, and made major decisions about how laws were to be 

enforced in specific instances.5 

The system evolved over more than a century of changes. Revolutions by various 

factions occurred in 632, 594, 561, and again in 508. Cleisthenes reformed the system 

entirely in 508, creating what is considered by some, such as Robert Wallace, to be the 

first democracy. The provision for inclusion in the demos was that one was culturally 

and physically able to fight as a trained hoplite. Hoplite status meant political status.6 

There is speculation, however, that a large portion of the society would have been 

unable to participate as a hoplite, and so was disenfranchised. It was not until the fifth 

century that one can be more certain that political citizenship was extended to more of 

the people, when subhoplite groups – known as thetes – such as laborers in naval fleets 

and merchant ships became economically important. It is during this time that most 

agree, a democracy was in place, whether it was truly inclusive of all adult male Greeks 

or not.7 

What is held to be one of the first developments leading to democracy is the 

reign and reforms of Solon, from 594 to 560 B.C. As we are made aware by the Homeric 

epics, the Assembly probably already existed. Solon is credited with the creation of the 

first iteration of a new council, much like the council of 500, with officials taken from 

the demos, serving an extended but limited term. This new council – independent of the 
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elitist Areopagus – held on the ‘Hill of Ares,’ was a new political body serving to 

increase public participation in government. Because of certain regulations that Solon 

would have placed on this new council, Raaflaub believes this was not true a democratic 

body. It was much like Sparta’s body, emphasizing homogeneity in the political sphere, 

and consequently, ‘eunomia,’ meaning ‘good order’.8 

Cleisthenes, who is credited with the overthrow of the tyrant Hippias, is seen by 

many as the ruler who eventually instituted a true, ‘equal’ democracy. His reforms 

emphasized “lack of partisanship,” Cleisthenes being of the opinion that policy should 

be made without a bias towards a group or issue. He also strived to achieve “civic 

equality.” His alternative to Solon’s council, a council of 500, was a very fine grained 

representative body (far more fine than any representative body today), which made it 

impossible for elites to dominate it. This “civic equality” may have been limited to those 

with a certain level of wealth or military status, at least for part of Athenian democracy’s 

reign, but within that demos, Cleisthenes’ reforms proved to be very effective at achiev-

ing a level and egalitarian political body inclusive of both what might be called the 

upper and the middle class, including hoplites, but most likely excluding thetes.9 

The revolution of 508 came about when Sparta invaded and expelled the tyrant 

families, as well as Cleosthenes. The Athenians (hoplite and thete alike) united in their 

distaste for the new invading monarchy and rebelled in what Ober believes can best be 

characterized as an armed riot. Within three days of siege in the Athenian stronghold, 

Cleomenes would surrender to the Athenian people. This development expressed 

tremendous support by the Athenian people for the direction of the city-state that 
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Cleosthenes advocated, and illustrated the sort of autonomy that the demos had achieved 

by this time. 10 

One of the final blows to authoritarian rule in democratic Greece would arrive 

when Ephialtes initiated reform legislation that would disempower the ancient Areopa-

gus in 462. Ephialtes, locked in a power struggle with several older politicians led by 

Cimon, declared the Areopagus as elitist, corrupt and passé. He waited for his chance to 

change Athenian society to his benefit. It came when Cimon convinced the Athenian 

people to aid Sparta Militarily against a helot revolt and went to war. While Cimon and 

his followers were away, Ephialtes instituted reforms that extended existing representa-

tion to Thetes and took power from the Areopagus (which was the supervision of the 

administration of laws by magistrates of the law courts), and instead invested it in the 

Council of 500. Thereafter, the ancient council held on the hill of Ares would serve 

exclusively as a homicide court. Its thirty members were elected from former magi-

strates of the law courts.11 When Cimon returned, he attempted to undo the reforms but 

was ostracized instead. Ephialtes met his fate at the end of an assassin’s blade.12 

Now that we understand, at least on a basic level, the form and evolution of An-

cient Greek Democracy, it is important to understand that Greek democracy was not 

without its dissidents. Since we are not going to consider anything but the final form of 

450 B.C. a true democracy, it can be said that the first criticisms of democracy were 

those made by an individual who called himself “the old oligarch.” His critique stated 

that individuals from the lower class were not fit to rule over the upper class. He con-

cluded, illogically, that if the lower classes may speak then the upper classes may not, 

and that the lower classes may have their judgments blunted by hunger and lack of 
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education and knowledge. “The old oligarch” was not alone in this sentiment, despite 

the unpopular nature of these ideas. As we recall from above, Cimon was ostracized for 

trying to undo the reforms that finally gave the lower class equal power with the hoplite 

classes. The identity of “the old oligarch” is unknown, but his critique reflects an idea 

that continues to influence political practice. Citizens today might be shocked and 

disturbed to read such a statement, but it should be noted – as I will attempt to show 

later in the paper – that this is the kind of attitude that has shaped the spaces of democ-

racy which we currently inhabit.  

Thucydides also leveled a critique at democracy, stating that ordinary people ac-

cept hearsay uncritically and have little interest in establishing the truth. This was his 

explanation of the gradual deterioration of Athens after the death of Pericles. He sug-

gests that the high stature and education of an aristocrat is what is needed in statesmen. 

This is a critique that appears elsewhere in the history of modern democracy. 

Alcibiades felt that democracy had to be somewhat representative. The reforms 

of Ephialtes, according to him, represented the interests of certain factions in the demos, 

and as such were not in the interest of the common good. Conversely, the formerly 

homogeneous group of war-able citizens truly represented the entirety of Athens. In this 

way, he portrayed those who supported the democracy that we now believe to be the 

closest thing to an egalitarian system, as being tyrannical and antidemocratic. This 

critique can be dismissed, for our purposes, as an expression of the tendency toward a 

culturally and statistically homogeneous demos.13 Sadly, these critiques among others 

which are of similar substance seem to inform democratic thought even today. It is 
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remarkable, with our history of treating democracy as an exclusive system that political 

theorists today are at last talking about more egalitarian forms of democracy. 

 

Differences Between Greek and Western Society 

We may recall that the purpose of our reflection on Ancient Greek society was to 

discern the differences between Ancient Greek culture and democracy from the cultures 

and democracies of western free-market democratic societies. Paul Cartledge provides 

an essay (which is as much a critique of our system as a comment about Ancient Greek 

democracy) at the end of the volume surveyed above that attempted to answer this 

question. He believes that the differences are: 1). The Greek system was a direct democ-

racy, with representative elements. Even the representative portions, like the council of 

500, were “open, transparent, face-to-face, direct.” 2). The demos had a ‘grip’ on power 

where it truly mattered. A large portion of the demos was a hoplite army. Sovereignty of 

the people was for a long time, the sovereignty of the genuine force and defense of the 

city-state. Today, less than one percent of the population of the U.S. enlist in the mili-

tary. 3.) There was no separation of powers into the effective executive, legislative and 

judicial spheres, meaning that all three bodies had power in general policymaking and 

enforcement. The people had a diffuse grasp of power in all three bodies. 4.) In all Greek 

poleis power was given to the demos as a “participatory sharing.” 5.) The Greeks had 

separate public and private realms. Every architect knows about the courtyard houses of 

the Ancient Greek residential districts. While today, the public’s ‘right to know’ is 

constantly in conflict with the ‘right to privacy,’ in ancient Greece, the only right that 

was guaranteed was the civic right to one’s share in the political process, and it was 
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presented more as a privilege or duty. 6.) Individual rights to protection from the state 

were not guaranteed. The common good took precedence over individual needs.14 

To this list, one might add that (7.) the Greeks were a relatively homogeneous 

group, whereas the American ‘demos’ is a diverse amalgam of ethnicities and points of 

view. Greek democracy may have been successful because of its origination within an 

extremely homogeneous demos: adult Greek males with warrior status. Eventually, the 

demos came to include all adult males, but even then, the Greek demos was extremely 

homogeneous when compared to the American demos of male and female citizens (by 

birth or test and ritual) of all races. 

Additionally, as is seen in the previous chapter with Ong’s explanation of oral 

memory in Ancient Greek culture, mnemonic forms such as clichés and rhymes were 

never received with the distaste that Americans (among other groups) receive them with 

today.  This may have meant that (8.) Greeks were far less individualistic than people of 

modern societies. Indeed, ostracism being such an important tool in Greek society for 

social order, being an individual could be detrimental to one’s well-being. Unity, 

communality and – to an extent – homogeneity are also reflected in the hoplite ideology 

that the Greeks used as a model for state unity. 

9.) The citizenships of Greek city-states were much smaller than the citizenships 

of today. In the United States, more than 300 million people were counted in the last 

census. Greek city-states had a citizen count of hundreds of thousands. Direct democra-

cy, for practical reasons, would have been a much simpler task in Ancient Greece. 

10.) Communication takes place in an entirely different fashion in today’s world. 

Harold Innis – whose seminal work The Bias of Communication informed Marshall 
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McLuhan, whose work in turn informed Walter Ong, who is cited extensively in the 

preceding chapter – wrote a great deal about the effect of shifts in hegemonic models of 

communication and their effects on government. While democracy in ancient Greece 

was made strong by the availability of cheap papyrus and writing instruments like reed 

pens,15 Democracy was made possible in the United States by paper, pen, and men on 

horseback to extend their range.16 The United States government eventually became 

more efficient with long range communications technologies that are mentioned in the 

preceding chapter. The Form of United States democracy may need to change, as 

communication technology has become diffuse, and nonhierarchical entities in society 

find themselves empowered. I mentioned previously that direct democracy was a 

simpler task in small Ancient Greek communities than it is in large nations like the 

United States. In fact, the diffusion of communication technology could potentially 

make it a much simpler task than it was in Ancient Greece. 

 

The Birth of Modern Democracy 

Democracy remained a sought after goal for many centuries after the end of the 

Greek city-state. Elements of it would spring up in European governments. Of particular 

interest to any study of American Government is the British institution of Common Law. 

Henry II created a court system that had the ability to make decisions of law when no 

other legal document or decision lent a basis for a decision. This became a major basis 

for the system of ‘checks and balances’ in the United States government. Though the 

king created the court systems, the courts could make decisions that overruled his own. 
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The system was popular among freemen for its oral nature and its foundation in ‘proof’ 

– linking it to ancient greek rhetoric.17 

The American system was also influenced by several important philosophers 

who would debate, as would the ‘founding fathers,’ the extent of democracy that should 

be practiced. A much simpler concept of democracy was known at that time, than was 

practiced by the Greeks. That ideal, but potentially treacherous path was thought of as 

‘rule of everyone by everyone.’ Some saw this as a form of lawlessness, which Hobbes 

termed the ‘state of nature.’ Men may quarrel about one of three things : Competition 

(economics, money), Safety (security) or Glory (reputation). What may follow in a state 

of nature might only be termed as a ‘state of war.’ In this state, every man must defend 

everything he has from others who might quarrel with them.18 There is no arbitrator or 

enforcer of order.19 Because this state of society is unacceptable by most, all must 

consent to a contract, and become part of the Leviathan, an automaton composed of a 

body of the people, with a ruler’s will at the head. The frontispiece of his work Levia-

than shows such a ruler, with a body made of his people, holding a sword and scepter 

over the land he rules. 20 

There were those who disagreed with Hobbes’ bombshell of a conception of civil 

order. While Hobbes saw law as necessary for protection from one’s fellow man, Locke 

saw law as necessary for the preservation of men. Law was only legitimate if it indeed 

provided for one’s preservation and certain inalienable rights. If it failed to provide these 

things, the people, according to Locke, had a right to revolution.21  

Rousseau then added that because of Locke’s observation of government’s need 

to serve the people, by the very nature of a social contract, that there is very little 
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difference between the ‘state of nature,’ and the social contract. Just as only those in a 

position of strength can maintain despotism, the people can overthrow a despot the 

moment that such strength wanes – and he maintains that this is as lawful an act as the 

despotic laws of the overthrown despot.22 The similarity between the state of nature and 

the state of government should not be seen as a negative thing. There are many mechan-

isms in the state of nature, as Rousseau observed, that enforce a favorable order of its 

own, not least of which is the uneasiness that an animal has for the suffering of another 

of its species.23 The ideas outlined above laid the foundation for the American version of 

democratic rule, as well as the democratic rule of other countries. 

 

American Society and the Manufacture of Exclusion 

 Around the time in which the American colonies protested their lack of repre-

sentation in the British government that directed them from across the Atlantic, and won 

their independence24 a bureaucracy of decentralized local governments all answering to 

a central government was created. In order to create a version of the sovereignty of the 

people, a complex hierarchy of elected officials was created that could claim to be 

representative of the people of each district, city and state. What was created was a 

massive scale version of the council of 500 of Athens, though the duties of the legisla-

tive system were far fewer than the duties of the council of 500. A judicial system was 

made to resemble the law courts, though it too had a different set of duties from the 

duties of the Athenian law courts. The only Athenian government body that was not 

modeled for our current system is the assembly: the most direct democratic body in 

Greek History. The U.S. is considered to be a ‘liberal democracy,’ a form of representa-
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tive democracy which emphasizes fairness in process through filters such as the electoral 

college and checks and balances. The extent of the ‘fairness’ of this system is currently 

under contest… 

Chantal Mouffe sees liberal democracy as a paradox which attempts to incorpo-

rate principles of universal human equality as the basis for inclusion in the demos. As 

we have seen above, however, democracy has always been concerned with who should 

be included in the demos. Creating a system that includes all of humanity would be a 

true revolution against the tyrannies of exclusion as well as any form of democracy that 

has ever been put in practice. Furthermore globalization presents a new set of chal-

lenges. Some advocate the inclusion of people from every nation in a worldwide 

government demos. This implies some sort of worldwide citizenship… but what form 

should this citizenship take?25 

However, before we start working on the problem of global citizenship we must 

remedy our own problems of representation. A two hundred year old system of repre-

sentative democracy has been outgrown by a population nearly 100 times the size of its 

original constituency,26 and an economy that has grown to such a staggering size, the 

infrastructures of entire cities can be transformed in a matter of years.27 What served as a 

tool for extending democracy to unthinkably large populations has become a mechanism 

of social control and in some cases, discrimination. As Hardt and Negri put it: 

The forms of sovereignty we see now, on the contrary, reside completely 

on the side of capital without any mediatory mechanisms to negotiate its 

conflictual relationship with labor. It is interesting in this regard how am-

bivalent the position of capital is when risk is the dominant characteristic 



 

     46

of economic activity and development, and indeed all social interaction. 

The world is a dangerous place, and the role of big government and mili-

tary intervention is to reduce risks and provide security while maintaining 

the present order.28 

What is referred to in the above passage is the way in which capital has become 

the dominant medium of motion in our society. Our disconnected demos is immersed in 

the flow of resources. It draws its sustenance from it, while hierarchical entities in 

society keep the flow moving, by both divvying the resources to workers, and extracting 

it from other entities’ workers. In a sense, capital keeps the demos disconnected by 

monopolizing the time that might be spent participating in government by each individ-

ual. This is one mechanism in the current system of illicit inclusion-exclusion, which 

does not even refer to the established demos of citizenship to form its disenfranchised 

class. 

On a global scale, most countries have taken a recommendation to maintain 

sharp divisions between governments and their demi. Samuel Huntington was among the 

first to argue for this policy. In the 1960’s he claimed that an overabundance of delibera-

tion makes democracy ‘sick with conflict.’ In his view, ‘civilizations’ need to be unified 

(once again) and the friend-enemy distinction needs to be understood and used to rally 

the people. In Hardt and Negri’s view, his work constitutes the “antidemocratic hand-

book” that informed the Reagan and Thatcher administrations. His work served to 

describe the state of the cold war in the 1970’s. Today, this idea is dangerous. Because 

so many countries are affected in such profound ways by even minor policies of more 

powerful countries like the United States, local politics in these countries can be indis-
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tinguishable from international politics, and the people of the affected countries consti-

tute a collection of  disenfranchised demi that often suffer the gravest of consequences. 

Of late, Huntington’s work has been rejected. U.S. political leaders have cease-

lessly renounced the idea that the war against terror is ‘the west against Islam.’ It is not a 

‘clash of civilizations.’ Globalization has dissolved the old paradigm of civilization 

boundaries. We can no longer see our nation as being completely separate from other 

nations… and yet the exclusion of these countries and their people in U.S. politics 

continues.29 

 Corporate interests assume that their continued success is in the common good. 

“What is good for General Motors is good for America” was the old slogan of one of the 

United States’ most powerful automotive companies. General Motors was of the greatest 

collaborators with the oil companies in one of the most engrossing national projects of 

the twentieth century. It would lead to a decentralized, de-territorialized, de-densified 

population connected with highways, and aided with very little public transportation. 

Incidentally, this system is under constant criticism from such authors as James Howard 

Kunstler. There is not an unfounded logic in the above quote, however. After all, corpo-

rations that wield a great deal of capital can, in times of difficulty, cause an economic 

disaster. Large populations with direct or indirect connections to the corporation suffer 

when these corporations do badly. Relationships a corporation carries with other busi-

nesses suffer, and often those businesses with them. In the event of the dissolution of a 

corporation, capital often does not flow as readily into the void left by the former 

corporation, leaving entire neighborhoods or even cities in a state of economic derelic-

tion. Some areas of Detroit have suffered in this manner as a result of the weakening of 
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General Motors. Some corporations – such as the oil companies – have a tremendous 

role in supplying the entire country with fuel for automobiles and mechanical processes 

of many kinds. Corporations like these enjoy a privileged position of power and influ-

ence. In order to keep from losing this power, they often buy competing technologies in 

order to stop their development.30 This constitutes a direct undermining of democratic 

process. Rather, in the case of oil, it has condemned us to a seemingly endless cycle of 

dependence on nations with prominent or powerful hostile factions for resources essen-

tial to our economy. Suddenly, by extension from the oil companies, OPEC interests 

have become American interests. This is a terrible irony. The United States experienced 

the power that OPEC holds over it through the oil supply in 1974, when oil embargos 

were put in place to coerce the U.S. and Europe to cease support of Israel.31 Though in 

the ‘war on terror’ the United States is not technically at war with OPEC nations them-

selves, they are at war with factions that are based primarily in OPEC nations. Therein 

lies a partial characterization of what Hardt and Negri call the “global state of war” and 

the terrible ironies that seem to follow. 

 The solution is not to exclude factions in other parts of the world, but to some-

how allow the participation of groups that do not enjoy the privileges that entities like 

oil lobbies in the United States and the Arabic nations enjoy. The mediation of the voice 

of these groups is the problem. What gives the aforementioned lobbies the influence 

their influence is money and the backing of economically powerful individuals and 

interests. How can world citizens’ voices be given a similar weight? A forum which 

potentially grants equal weight to all interests is required, conceived without the mis-

guidance of a search for consensus. 
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Additionally, the distraction and monopolization of citizen’s efforts by capital 

must be dealt with. Chantal Mouffe can lend some support here. She outlines three 

reforms proposed by a European interest group, which could create a less stratified 

society, and a more accountable form of capitalism. First they advocate a reduction of 

the work week. It takes fewer work hours to generate a profit these days, and so, if 

people worked fewer hours, there would be more work to go around, and a much more 

successful middle class. The second premise advocated is the encouragement of non-

profit activity by associations, interacting with both public and private economies. This 

would allow economic activity to be of a varying nature, rather than purely as market 

force. An element of humanitarianism could be introduced to capital, and so interests 

motivated by other forces than risk and growth could gain control of one of the most 

powerful forces on earth – money. The last proposed reform is the eradication of the 

stigmatization of the lower class and poorest people of society, by some guarantee of a 

minimum income.32 

There is not much conceivable way in which an architect can contribute to these 

reforms, with any one project. It would be the work of an entire society, seeking a new 

capital in which resources belong to the multitude. Rather than architects, this task lies 

in the hands of politicians, interest groups and corporations. Let us examine, however, 

the effect on society that these reforms might have. First of all, individuals would have 

more time to participate in issues that they might be concerned about, and more time to 

develop the networks that are so vital to communication between groups. Consequently, 

individuals can become more empowered by their connections with their peers, to hold 

government and business accountable. Second, people might have a more equal position 
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in society, removing more of the reason for exclusion in a demos, and including more 

people in the communal networks of power in the demos. 

 

A Crisis of Representation 

By electing individuals to stand in the place of groups, citizens distance them-

selves from the process of government, and with the tremendous growth of the country 

over two hundred years, that distance has become greater and greater.33  

The false and distorted representation of local and national electoral sys-

tems has long been a subject of complaint. Voting seems often to be 

nothing more than the obligation to choose an unwanted candidate, the 

lesser of two evils, to misrepresent us for two or four or six years. Low 

levels of voter turnout certainly undermine the representative claim of 

elections: those who do not vote serve as a silent protest against the sys-

tem.34 

 The above quote from Hardt and Negri summarizes the typical grievances 

American citizens have with representative democracy. Hardt and Negri also drop a clue 

as to how these grievances might be remedied. As they point out, Max Weber distin-

guishes three different types of democratic representation.  ‘Appropriated 

representatives’ are appointed by elected representatives who have ‘interpreted’ the will 

of the electorate. This is the form or representation that is most removed from the 

demos. The next form is ‘free representation,’ which refers to the dominant system in 

the United States, in which representatives are only obligated to be visible and repre-

sentative of the voters around election campaign time every so many years. The rest of 
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the time, they can not be removed, and have little obligation or reason to be accountable 

for anything they decide. Hardt and Negri make the argument that the longer they are in 

this state of non-accountability, the more this type of representation resembles appro-

priated representation. This is why Weber called it ‘free.’ The final type of 

representation Weber discerned is ‘instructed representation.’ In this form, representa-

tives are compelled consistently to comply with the needs of the electorate. This can be 

accomplished with frequent elections or revocability of office by some sort of impeach-

ment process. This final form is the most desirable form of representation, if 

representation can be desirable. Hardt and Negri suggest transforming all free and 

appropriated forms of representation into more limited positions, and then transforming 

those into more directly instructed ones. In this way, the demos would at last have the 

control over governance that has been sought for so long. 

 

Direct Instruction of Democracy 

The liberal side of this liberal democracy seeks to approach a state in which all 

of humanity has a say in government – an absolute egalitarianism extended to all, 

regardless of social, economic, or citizenship status.35 Many of our current political 

issues necessitate this, such as the problems Americans are now faced with: an economy 

that relies partially on illegal immigrant labor, and laws that prohibit it. However, as 

Mouffe points out in her volume, The Democratic Paradox, democracy as a concept 

contradicts the idea of an absolute egalitarianism. This is evident in Greek Democracy in 

the arguments over who should be included in the demos discussed earlier in this 
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chapter. One theory that many think could bring about a true egalitarian state is delibera-

tive democracy, a form of democracy outlined by Jurgen Habermas. 

Habermasian theorists seek to create an ideal speech situation by creating an 

ideal speech situation in which: 

…only those norms , i.e. general rules of action and institutional ar-

rangements, can be said to be valid which would be agreed to by all those 

affected by their consequences, if such agreement were reached as a con-

sequence of a process of deliberation which had the following features: 

 

a) participation in such deliberation is governed by the norms of  

equality and symmetry; all have the same chance to initiate speech acts, 

to question, interrogate, and to open debate; 

b) all have the right to question the assigned topics of conversation; 

c) all have the right to initiate reflexive arguments about the very 

rules of the discourse procedure and the way in which they are applied or 

carried out. There is no prima facie rule limiting the agenda or the con-

versation, nor the identity of the participants, as long as each excluded 

person or group can justifiably show that they are relevantly affected by 

the proposed norm under question.36 

 

Mouffe takes issue with the idea of deliberative democracy for guaranteeing a 

consensus, while trying to acknowledge differing opinions. In her opinion, this is simply 

another extension of the same paradox inherent to liberal democracy. By stating that 
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there is a consensus in the demos, one is trying to ignore the pluralism of the context 

within which the system exists. What manner of society might exist if it is acknowl-

edged that democracy cannot exist within a condition of consensus? 

 

Mechanisms of Pluralism 

Despite the lack of connection between the work of Mouffe and Hardt and Negri, 

I find their work very compatible. Hardt and Negri have gone so far as to conceive of a 

demos that acknowledges the potential of a population to unite under a single issue in 

resistance, and at the same time, represent other issues, in a collective aggregate with a 

common voice. Americans can be flexible and individualistic, but can be cooperative as 

well. Hardt and Negri disagree with the conception of the masses, the working class, and 

the people all as being far too limiting a set of categories to accurately characterize the 

demos. They prefer to characterize the demos with the term of the multitude. The 

multitude, with often discordant choirs of dissenting and consenting values, can never be 

divided into hierarchical bodies, or functionalist organs. Rather, it is the realization of 

the postmodern society, in which every point of view must be evaluated on its own merit 

and understood in terms of the people and values they come from.37 Disagreement 

between cultures and groups can then be understood and analyzed.  

Chantal Mouffe conceives of an adversarial system that I believe remains rele-

vant in the context of Hardt and Negri’s conception of the multitude. Just as differing or 

opposing groups can meet on common ground to stand up for a cause in Hardt and 

Negri’s conception, so Chantal Mouffe discards the Schmittian friend-enemy distinction, 

in favor of a more friendly idea that adversaries can be friends.  
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Her argument acknowledges the importance of a wide variety of forms of 

speech. She cites Wittgenstein to show that there cannot be one best way to follow the 

rules of discourse. Universal rules of engagement cannot be made for a pluralist society. 

Rather, contextual rules of discourse must be generated on a situational basis. Language 

is not universal and neither is civic action: 

What Wittgenstein teaches us is that there cannot be one single best, 

more ‘rational’ way to obey those rules and that it is precisely such a rec-

ognition that is constitutive of a pluralist democracy. ‘Following a rule’ 

says Wittgenstein, ‘is analogous to obeying an order. We are trained to do 

so. We react to an order in a particular way. But what if one person reacts 

in one way and another in another to the order and the training? Which 

one is right?’ This is indeed a crucial question for democratic theory. And 

it cannot be resolved, pace the rationalists, by claiming that there is a cor-

rect understanding of the rule that every rational person should accept.38 

 The solution, according to Mouffe, is a social arrangement in which conflict is 

legitimated and understood to be the norm – indeed the necessity – for fair government, 

and that this conflict should be expressible in any a variety of ways. It should be ac-

knowledged that consensus will not always be possible… but that everyone should 

receive a fair chance at making their voice heard, any way they can. It goes without 

saying that as long as we are not changing the existing system significantly, as in 

Mouffe’s conception, discourse will exclude violence… but there are certainly many 

creative ways in which the multitude can raise their literal and figurative voices. Anta-

gonism – a conflict between enemies – should be dismissed in favor of agonism – a 
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conflict between adversaries – on a variety of commons.39 Indeed, a post-modern 

revolution may not require violence at all. As Hardt and Negri write: 

There is no conflict between reform and revolution. We say this not be-

cause we think reform and revolution are the same thing, but that in 

today’s conditions they cannot be separated. Today the historical 

processes of transformation are so radical that even reformist proposals 

can lead to radical change.40 

 According to Hardt and Negri the implications of pluralism go much farther. 

Throughout the entire volume of Multitude : War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, 

they hint at, but rarely explicitly express the opinion that hierarchical sovereign entities 

may one day cease to exist. They have made an observation that the multitudes are 

growing increasingly restless, waking from the sedative powers of consumer capital. 

Newly empowered with technology that extends the networking power of human 

community, they see new potentials that make absolute democracy – the rule of every-

one by everyone – possible: 

After this long season of violence and contradictions, global civil war, 

corruption of imperial biopower, and infinite toil of the biopolitical multi-

tudes, the extraordinary accumulation of grievances and reform proposals 

must at some point be transformed by a strong event, a radical insurrec-

tional demand. We can already recognize that today time is split between 

a present that is already dead and a future that is already living – and the 

yawning abyss between them is becoming enormous. In time, an event 
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will thrust us like an arrow into that living future. This will be the real po-

litical act of love.41 

What is proposed in this project is modest by comparison, but hopefully can con-

tribute to the growing body of discussion about this ‘act of love,’ however it might 

happen. 
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IV. The Acoustico-Political Urbanscape 

The Well-Ordered Society 

The ‘well-ordered society’ is what John Rawls termed the result of an operable 

model of representative democracy in which ‘overlapping consensus’ is established. 

‘Justice as fairness’ takes the place of the ‘state of nature’ from classical political theory. 

He argues that those in the ‘original position’ – a position of privilege, power, or control 

over others – might make decisions in a biased way that might prejudice decisions in 

ways that do not represent the demos, were it not for a ‘veil of ignorance’ that prevents 

them from knowing anything at all about the backgrounds of their represented constitu-

ents. According to Mouffe, a problem concerning this point of view is that the ‘veil of 

ignorance’ would also prevent a representative in the original position from knowing 

anything about the perceived common good of the demos.1 

 We live in a partial realization of such a society. It takes a certain amount of 

research for a representative to become aware of the common good. The common spaces 

of the demos are removed a distance from the political realm – or rather, the political 

realm is removed from the commons – spaces occupied by the demos. Not only are the 

representatives at a loss when attempting to become aware of the individuating circums-

tances of their electorate, but people in the demos must wade through oceans of media to 

make their perspective on the common good known. 

 

The Dystopia of Exclusion 

Just as the written word made bureaucracy possible, and just as the printed page 

allowed it to proliferate and coagulate into the strong and decentralized centers of 
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western government, the spaces of government continue to aid in the misrepresentation 

and removal of large portions of the demos. Ordered and neatly packaged in boxes with 

neoclassical detail, government has been able to manipulate society through laws and 

regulations without the direct interference or expression of outside interests – especially 

those interests that do not contribute to election campaigns. This phenomenon hearkens 

back to the words of “the old oligarch” mentioned in the third chapter, who tried to 

assert that the lower classes were uneducated and unfit to rule over the upper classes. 

Similarly, processes of governance are carried out in secure boxes, designed to eliminate 

the ‘riff-raff.’ 

 

Figure 4.1: The White House, neatly packaged to keep out the ‘riff-raff’ 
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To make matters worse, mass media such as radio and television – which was 

once heralded as democracy’s greatest tool – is largely unable to represent the full 

diversity of needs and ‘desires’ (after Hardt and Negri) that representatives ought to 

know exist in their constituency. In a futile gesture of acknowledgement of social 

struggle, media tends to place the range of public opinion on a dipole of ‘left and right,’ 

‘liberal and conservative.’ This proves a poor representation of any middle-of-the-road 

individual. 

To illustrate this point, let us consider two hypothetical examples of American 

citizens. One is a young woman raised in India, who immigrated to the U.S. a few years 

ago and is a member of an Indian community in the United States. Because of a strict 

traditional dowry system, having a female child in the culture she grew up in is a major 

financial hardship. This has been a major cause of infanticide in India and many other 

places. Fortunately, in some of the more technologically advanced areas of India, 

medicine has provided an alternative to infanticide through abortion. Because of this, the 

individual from the aforementioned community believes abortion to be a wonderful 

thing for her home country and is decidedly pro-choice. On the other hand, this individ-

ual might have no qualms against guns, and be against gun-control. This is an example 

within which an individual has expressed one opinion that falls on the left side of the 

dipole, and another that falls on the right side of the dipole. Being neither liberal nor 

conservative, she would be considered ‘middle of the road.’ 

The other is a young Caucasian woman who is part of a deeply rooted Christian 

community in a moderately sized suburb in the United States. This individual is against 

abortion, because of the accepted views of his/her religion, but for gun control, because 
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she abhors violence. This point of view expresses the absolute opposite of the views of 

the first individual, but would also be termed a ‘middle of the road’ point of view. If two 

people with the exact opposite points of view on two issues can both be considered 

‘middle of the road,’ then obviously, this characterization says absolutely nothing about 

either of them.  

Although the dipole slider is a clearly inaccurate way of viewing the political sta-

tus of an individual, it continues to be used as a simple and easy way to abbreviate the 

views of people and continues to be used in media of all sorts. Although its flaws are 

widely recognized, the media will most likely continue to misrepresent everyone in this 

fashion.  

The result is something that is not unlike Rawls’ ‘veil of ignorance’ – the conse-

quence of the combination of the bureaucratic spaces of government, and the inability – 

or perhaps refusal – of mass media to represent the demos accurately to its representa-

tives. The end result of a partially realized ‘well-ordered society’ is a dystopia of 

exclusion – a grievous condition of modernity that leads to largely disenfranchised 

groups of society, and disappointed voters from all walks of life. The merit of the ‘veil 

of ignorance’ is that it makes it easier for a representative to make decisions based on 

their idea of the greater good, since they can not tell as easily which ethnic groups feel 

which way about an issue, eliminating prejudice.  

The success of such a system is contingent upon the assumption that the demos 

will be satisfied as long as the majority has what it needs, and the greater good is met. 

This hearkens back to the Hobbesian idea that people will only argue about issues that 

affect their wealth, safety, or reputation. However, as we saw in the previous chapter, 
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there are other forces at work, such as the ‘passions’ that Mouffe points out – or ‘desires’ 

as Hardt and Negri call them. The demos will not be satisfied if only the needs of the 

majority are met. The members of the majority often hate to see the other groups ex-

cluded for their own benefit. This being a consideration outside of the limited scope of 

Hobbes’ three motives for argument, it is obviously a ‘passion’ or ‘desire.’ Disregard for 

the ‘passions’ of the demos only leads to retaliation that threatens the very foundations 

of democracy, according to Mouffe.2 

 

The Document and Bureaucratic Space 

Space is often incompletely understood by architects. Christian Norberg Schulz 

attempted to create a ‘theory’ of space in his book Existence, Space and Architecture. 

However, this ‘theory’ addresses solely visual and tactile aspects of space. He orders 

space in the same way that a book is ordered, with a hard, cloth cover that communicates 

to the fingertips, all thoughts ordered linearly – directly in front of the reader’s cone of 

vision. Based on his theory, space might be read in terms of several simple ‘elements of 

existential space.’ These are the ‘Centre and Place,’ ‘Direction and Path,’ ‘Area and 

Domain,’ and the ‘Elementary Interaction.’ He defines space in terms of ‘images’ and 

‘figures,’ or tactile interactions with objects. Even in the time of Norberg-Schulz publi-

cation in the 1970’s, this point of view might have been perceived as out-of-date by 

some. Marshall McLuhan, among others were already formulating a theory of media in 

space. This theory embraced the visual and tactile aspects, and added the aspects of 

sound and movement.  Norberg-Schulz completely ignores the Acoustical and Kinetic 

aspects of space. This condition of his work becomes even more apparent in his later 
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work Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture, wherein he defines the 

individuality of spaces – or spirit of place – in terms of light and figure.3 Norberg-Schulz 

work is very thorough for what it covers, but it must not be considered a comprehensive 

understanding of phenomenology. His point of view is useful to this study in that it 

reflects a point of view widely held at the time about media and space, which Marshall 

McLuhan attempted to remedy.4 The acoustical aspect of space has been misunderstood 

and neglected for a very long time, even though it has become such an important part of 

life since the early decades of the twentieth century, and has been a component of 

‘orality’ since the dawn of civilization and before. 

Following McLuhan’s example, we can glean a theory of the phenomenology of 

resistance. The visual realm is the realm most susceptible to domination by authority, 

while the acoustical realm tends to keep a more anarchic system of hegemonies. Gov-

ernment and commerce are more than willing to spend money on grandiose displays of 

marble, and bright lights. In recent years, these have been replaced with LCD screens 

and television broadcasts. With some effort, resistors can exercise some tactical Judo, 

and turn the messages of these displays against the associated institution. It is also 

possible to use the spaces of domination to generate a new hegemony in the sonic realm, 

but as we will see, without a strong understanding of the spaces of resistance, an effec-

tive strategy is difficult to formulate. 

 

An Avante Garde of Resistance 

Guy Debord had an opinion about society’s obsession with images. In the 

1960’s, the Situationist International built up a defiant avant-garde resistance to the 
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status quo. Guy Debord’s main grievance was a preoccupation with ‘images’ that he 

called ‘the spectacle’ – the condition of society in which representations are preferred to 

the actual entity represented. The spectacle – entertainment, distraction, etc. – is both the 

product and the producer, according to Debord. It is seen as truth, though it is often 

deception. It is an immersive characteristic of society that Debord felt should not be the 

hegemonic force in society.5  

The Situationist International performed a number of experiments attempting to 

overthrow ‘the spectacle,’ constantly dreaming up ways to incite revolution and institute 

liberation from the hegemonic forces of media, entertainment, commerce and consump-

tion. This would require the overthrow of capitalism and the altering of people’s 

understanding and awareness of their world, among other things.  

Situationism quickly became a new Marxist movement. One claimed that life 

was characterized by a scarcity of free time and a scarcity of ways to use that free time – 

drawing from Marx’s alienation of the worker. Another was the aim to shake off the 

forms of domination and exploitation that constantly close in on the individual. Ulti-

mately, in May of 1968, an uprising occurred in Paris that the Situationists have, to some 

degree, claimed responsibility for, though this seems a tenuous point to this author, since 

1968 was a year full of revolutionary activity all over the United States as well.6 

Regardless, the action did not last for long. The riot ended and very little 

changed. This came as a disappointment to the members of the Situationist International. 

A few more articles were published. In 1971 the Situationists disbanded. As McDo-

nough points out, it was decided that their overarching strategy – creating a 

revolutionary avant-garde – created a paradox. Revolution was possible, but not from the 
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avant-garde. As Marx pointed out early on, the Bourgeoisie could not exist without 

constantly revolutionizing the mode of production and with it the machinations of 

society. The avant-garde was exposed as being an agent in this revolutionizing process. 

The Situationist International had become an agent of the system it was trying to overth-

row. Books were written about the Situationist International and the riots of 1968 which 

were sold through the very system that the Situationists were trying to revolt from as part 

of ‘the Spectacle.’ The system had successfully adapted and integrated their works into 

its own machinations. Revolution became just as much a spectacle as media.7 

The Situationists present an interesting case study for our purpose. They show 

that when one means to resist the system, then they must be fully aware of how the 

system works. Their failure is essentially a failure to understand the role of the avant-

garde in capitalist/consumerist society. There is no doubt that what Debord and the 

Situationists observed about society is true, but their way of dealing with it was inade-

quate. For example, Debord’s point of view differs from McLuhan’s in that McLuhan 

felt that the media was a necessary aspect of society. Debord saw it as an oppressive and 

deceitful force. Both recognized the totalizing nature of media. Since their time, many 

radicals, instead of proposing an overthrow of the system, have proposed using the 

system in some way. Mouffe, one of the central figures of this paper, states that a new 

system is not needed, but rather a change in the way in which discourse is addressed. 

Hardt and Negri have proposed that production has provided the demos with a powerful 

tool of communication that has made them more powerful and secure than ever. In their 

scheme, the overthrow of capital might be the undoing some very important tools of the 

network. In other words, the tools for the overthrow of hegemonic forces in society are 
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already in place. When doing away with negative hegemonies, it is important to very 

discriminantly understand which forces need to be done away with, and which ones are 

necessary for the new order inherent in the network to emerge as the dominant force in 

society. A proper realization of this would result in the empowerment of individuals 

through unity with their own overlapping interests. 

 

The Network : Resistance and Suppression 

As I mentioned before, political events are highly connected with the friend-

enemy distinction. Mouffe suggests that this should be understood as the condition of 

discourse between adversaries, a reinterpretation of the phenomena of political struggle. 

In terms of interactions between the demos and those in ‘the original position’ – as Hardt 

and Negri understand it – it is interplay between resistance and suppression. Today, 

Hardt and Negri’s characterization seems fair outside of the bounds of bureaucratized 

government space in the so-called public sector, while Mouffe’s proposal seems geared 

towards the workings of government within bureaucratic space. In the public sector there 

is a constant tension between the multitude and hierarchical entities of government, 

while in the bureaucratic spaces of government, representation is highly biased towards 

the hierarchies of representative democracy. As often as traditional political philosophy 

would like to believe that a consensus can be reached in this system, as Mouffe points 

out, it is not possible except in the very rare case. Unanimity is usually the result of 

exclusion.8 

The United States has a long history of revolution, resistance and suppression. 

The American Revolution, a political revolution, was essentially a revolt of colonies 
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against a monarchic government in favor of a ‘democratic’ government that represented 

the people from which it came and for whom security and direction is provided. “No 

Taxation without Representation” was the mantra of the aggrieved colonists of the 13 

original colonies from 1763 until 1775, when the revolution broke out, and the American 

colonies declared their independence from the British. Even after the revolution, these 

trends of resistance continued. In Massachusetts, from 1786 to 1787, Daniel Shays 

rallied a group of farmers who were upset by the new taxes that Massachusetts levied 

upon the state populace. These taxes were particularly difficult to pay for rural farmers 

who operated within a barter economy. The American Revolution had taught them how 

to resist unfair taxation, and they resisted using force. Daniel Shays, a farmer and former 

captain of the American Revolution, led a force of 2,500 armed men of similar back-

ground and distress to battle at several courthouses in towns of Massachusetts. Governor 

Bowdoin sent a volunteer army of 1,500 men to fight Shays’ army. After two encoun-

ters, Shays’ Rebellion – as it would later be known – was dispersed, with over 1,000 

dissidents arrested, and many escapees to neighboring states or Canada.9 While the 

dissidents were indeed suppressed for their violent resistance to unreasonable taxation, 

no one was executed. They were merely prohibited from voting, holding office, and 

working in schools or in taverns, essentially excluding them from the demos. Yet 

another Rebellion ensued in the early 1790’s over the taxation of Whiskey. It manifest in 

many threats and injuries to tax collectors. Eventually, there was a peaceful march of 

7,000 farmers on Pittsburgh. The Pittsburg residents, being somewhat sympathetic with 

the cause and hoping to avoid violence, offered them food and whiskey. Meanwhile, 

George Washington decided to test the ability of the new central government to rally the 
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militia. He led an army of 15,000 men to drive back the marching dissidents. When they 

arrived, everyone had already left. Troops were sent to round up twenty men suspected 

of insurrectionist activity. Of these, two were found guilty of high treason, and both were 

pardoned. 

These incidents, among others, set the historical precedent for the actions of the 

U.S. government for generations to come. If a decision was made that met dissent from 

people outside of the bureaucratized spaces of government – spaces in which people 

outside of positions of power do not have freedom of expression – it would be enforced 

with the threat of violence, whether the protest was violent or not. 

The situation of resistance in the U.S. today is best exemplified by the actions of 

the public in the middle of the twentieth century. In the 1940’s, labor union activity was 

at a peak. Strikes were a common event. The most well-known of such strikes were the 

railway worker strikes on May 23rd, 1946. As with most strikes of important infrastruc-

tural industries, the results were staggering. President Truman believed that the impact 

of such strikes could destroy the country economically. He went so far as to announce a 

request to congress for emergency powers to break the strike. He was planning to “call 

upon the army…” for help in getting the country running properly again. As the number 

of strikes increased, an ideological solution was found in the Cold War. The threat of 

Communist Russian expansion became a unifying issue that drew attention away from 

labor-left militants from the Congress of Industrial Organizations, and even altered the 

goals of such labor-left thinkers. The connection between the labor unions and ‘class-

consciousness’ made them the obvious targets of anti-communist hysteria. Even the 

Congress of Industrial Organizations would eventually allocate money to pro-fascist 
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groups to aid in the struggle against communism. By 1948, the labor-left had become 

weak and ineffective.10  

Dissent nearly became unlawful in the 1950’s with the legislation of Senator Joe 

McCarthy. McCarthyism was the creation of a ‘nightmare system’ as it is sometimes 

called, in which dissenters might be accused of sympathy with communism, and as such, 

might be considered as dangerous to national security as Soviet agents. These individu-

als could be blacklisted, stripped of military command, or worse – sent to death row, as 

the Rosenbergs were.11 

During the 1960’s, however, after fanatical McCarthyism had faded away, many 

organizations would come forward and begin expressing dissent. Among these were the 

Progressive Labor Party, Black Panthers, Black Muslims, a great many college campus 

organizations all over the country, and other groups of concerned citizens. Issues dis-

cussed would range from civil rights to war. Some of these topics were indeed about 

economic concerns of factions, but many others were about humanitarian concerns – 

particularly public interest in the U.S. actions in Vietnam.12  

It becomes particularly obvious in this era, that Hobbes’ assertion that dissent on-

ly results from issues of economy, safety and reputation is somewhat limited and 

inaccurate. There were those who felt that, despite the claims of some, the spread of 

communism in the east did not pose a threat to security in the United States and that war 

was the wrong way to handle concerns abroad. In this sense, we might adopt an idea of 

politics more akin to Rousseau’s idea that in addition to Hobbes’ three motives for 

argument, people hate to see suffering in others.13 
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 In 1964, the Free Speech Movement on the Berkeley campus raised a protest 

that would halt a majority of daily activity on campus. Savio, a main speaker for the 

movement implored the students to put their “bodies against the gears, against the 

wheels and machines, and make it stop until we are free.”14 They marched into Sproul 

hall – the Berkeley administration building, and held what they referred to as “autonom-

ous learning collectives” on many subjects including law and music instruction. The 

University would tolerate this, but requested that everyone leave by 3 in the morning. 

When the students did not comply with this request, the police arrested 814 of them, 600 

of which served an average of two months in jail for trespassing.15 

Measures like this do not successfully deter civic protest. The remaining years of 

the sixties would be rife with ghetto riots, protests and a strong reaction of arrest, police 

brutality and other constitutional free speech violations. The atmosphere of public 

demands for reform would not calm down until the following decade. In the mean time, 

great strides had been made under the force of the demos which demanded its promised 

sovereignty. Great strides were made in civil rights (though not enough to satisfy the 

radical African American community) and the advancement of women’s rights took a 

step forward as well. Additionally, widespread protest stretching into the 1970’s may 

have contributed to the end of U.S. intervention in Vietnam. Even before current tech-

nologies, social networks had a great deal of power in American politics. 

In recent years, protest has been revived. With the newfound vitality of globali-

zation that emerged in the 1990’s, and the “constant global state of war” that Hardt and 

Negri describe, there is much to be dissident about. In Seattle in 1999, the summit 

meeting of the World Trade Organization(WTO) with 135 delegates from all around the 
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world met to discuss the future operations of global enterprise. The residents of Seattle 

were highly cognizant of the worldwide exploitation that the United States had been the 

center of for the better part of a decade. Established forms of public media including 

radio stations and independent newspapers and even web sites were highly successful at 

getting the word out. 50,000 to 100,000 protesters staged nonviolent protests in such a 

disruptive way that the meetings could not commence. Hardt and Negri claim that the 

majority of the protesters at this event were non-aggressive and even called them “fes-

tive.” They were able to express enormous dissent about the state of affairs in global 

politics. Leaders later took the message of the Seattle protests seriously. President 

Clinton expressed support, and delegates to the World Bank have cited the concerns of 

the 1999 Seattle protesters as valid complaints about the inequality of the global system. 

Though the WTO was not permanently detained, Seattle is an example of the power of 

the networked demos, and the passions that arise out of sympathy for one’s fellow man 

in the global community. This event heralded the birth of “Independent Media,” which 

has served as a commons for concerned souls everywhere ever since.16 

Networks abroad have a great deal of power as well. Their examples are provid-

ing precedents for strategies that public interest groups are taking advantage of. Hardt 

and Negri make a fascinating case for the emergence of networked civic activity, liken-

ing it to ‘swarm intelligence,’ or guerilla activity. The Cuban model of guerrilla struggle 

seemed to offer a decentralized form of social order that did not submit the power of 

participants to any political party. By this method, anyone could follow in the footsteps 

of Che Guevara, who retreated into the mountains and formed a small guerrilla unit 
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called a foco. As Hardt & Negri put it: “This was a do-it-yourself method for revolu-

tion.”17 

The Zapatista movement presents another interesting alternative to the hierar-

chical form of organization. The Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) is a 

faction of ‘revolutionaries’ that have put down their weapons since 1994. They have 

since been able to put forth a more amicable front by using the Internet to reinforce their 

message. Theirs is a message of anti-globalization and a plea for the right to govern 

themselves according to their own traditions.  While the ideals of the EZLN are proble-

matic and seemingly incompatible with American ideals of progress, they might be 

useful to any who are discontent with the current system. Hardt and Negri’s argument is 

the following: 

In the first place, in contrast to the new arrangement of sovereignty in 

which war tends to take the primary role and form the basis of politics, 

democracy must use violence only as an instrument to pursue political 

goals. The subordination of the military to the political is indeed one of 

the principles of the Zapatistas in Chiapas. In many ways the Zapatistas 

have adopted the tradition of Latin American guerrilla armies with an 

ironic twist. They do call themselves armies and have commandantes, but 

they invert the traditional structure. Whereas the traditional Cuban model 

poses the military leader dressed in fatigues as the supreme political 

power, the Zapatistas insist that all military activity must remain subordi-

nate, at the service of the political decisions of the community. The 

subordination of violence to politics should also be brought within each 
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of us. As Andre Malraux says, ‘Que la victoire demeure a ceux que au-

ront fait la guerre sans l’aimer’ (‘I hope the victory goes to those who 

have made war without loving it’) Subordinating violence to politics is 

not in itself sufficient for its use to be democratic, but it is necessary.18 

 Hardt and Negri have put forth a case for the Zapatistas’ status as a truly pro-

gressive social network of horizontally distributed power. If the U.S. were to adopt the 

tenets of the system described above, aggressive response to protest would be a thing of 

the past, and the adversarial nature of the institution would be more completely imple-

mented. Discourse would become public at last.  

There is one other group that Hardt and Negri point out as being valuable to the 

study of alternative forms of power. The White Overalls, a group of radical Italian 

Youths, have networked with various groups all over the world. They learned the 

principle of “diplomacy from below” from the Zapatistas in Chiapas. From the WTO 

protest in Seattle, they learned methods of nonviolent protest and civil disobedience. 

They returned to Europe with this knowledge and brought it with them to every WTO 

summit meeting held in their continent. Finally, at Genoa, they held a march that was 

met with police brutality : teargas, clubs and guns. After this catastrophe, the White 

Overalls felt that they had done enough to organize protest in Europe; and had success-

fully educated the people not to use counterproductive violence to solve political 

problems. With that, they decided to disappear.19 

Today, the activities of the networked flesh of the multitude are becoming more 

efficient and effective, thanks to the example of the White Overalls. The internet has 

provided us with a powerful tool that can do much of what mass media does. It has 
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become a worldwide common space that, while being a passive medium, functions as a 

limited dialogical medium that can be very powerful when used in certain ways. As long 

as people participate in it actively, it can aid in the production of other material, imma-

terial and temporary commons for the use of the people.  

Despite the increasing power of the demos, hierarchical government continues to 

enforce an image of ‘order.’ Meanwhile, the problem of ‘who the demos is really’ 

deepens. Candidates for election, especially in more prestigious positions, need money 

to spread their platforms. The ones who have that money to give are the very powerful 

individuals in big business. These interests – being run by capital – do not always have 

the common good at heart. As a result, the “passions” of the multitudes “come back, and 

with a vengeance.”20 Hardt and Negri say it like this: “For a centralized power, trying to 

push back a network is like trying to beat back a rising flood with a stick.”21 Violence 

will not put an end to the demos’ resistance to authority. 

Nor should it. If the people of the United States were to comply blindly with au-

thority, the United States would be much more prone to enact the wills of despots. As it 

stands, the United States populace is not immune to such a possibility. In Stanley 

Milgram’s famous experiment, a sample of U.S. citizens were placed in a lab and asked 

to administer varying degrees of electric shock to a performing individual – who would 

then pretend to be in pain – by an authoritative looking ‘scientist’ in a white lab coat. 

The results were less than flattering to U.S. citizens: 

The results, as seen and felt in this laboratory, are to this author disturb-

ing. They raise the possibility that human nature, or – more specifically – 

the kind of character produced in American democratic society, cannot be 
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counted on to insulate its citizens from brutality and inhumane treatment 

at the direction of malevolent authority. A substantial proportion of 

people do what they are told to do, irrespective of the content of the act 

and without limitations of conscience, so long as they perceive that the 

command comes from a legitimate authority.22 

A recent proof that this is still true comes from the incident at Abu Ghraib, in 

which several Iraqi prisoners were tortured in various ways at the request of contracted 

third-party ‘specialists’ paid for and possibly directed by the George W. Bush adminis-

tration and officials in the Pentagon. American soldiers were told to do what they did by 

officious looking contractors and because of the conventions of military chain of com-

mand, went ahead and committed countless international war crimes.23 Those who 

believe they are part of the demos have an obligation and a duty to question those in 

positions of authority. The legitimacy of democracy as a form of government depends on 

this principle. 

Today, peaceful public dissent is still met with the same imperialist procedures of 

brutish domination. The same old story appears over and over again in the New York 

Times and other daily periodicals. In most American cities, including New York, a 

permit is required for any gathering in public above a certain size. If there is to be a 

procession, a parade permit is required. If there is to be a stationary gathering, a permit 

of assembly is required. Any form or protest is strongly opposed by the executive branch 

of the New York City government, but by using these permits to protest, public interest 

groups access a loophole that has not been plugged by federal courts, since the right to 

freedom of speech tends to win out in public court circuits generally. The right to use 



 

     77

this permit cannot be removed, but only denied for certain venues. The event of a protest 

is met upon inception by a squadron of mounted police and riot police. When the dura-

tion of the permit runs out (usually around four o’clock in the afternoon) the police move 

in and disperse the crowd. It has become such common procedure that the protesters are 

generally not frightened of approaching riot police. They peacefully disperse when 

requested to do so, as long as the permit has indeed run out. Occasionally someone does 

something foolish and the police respond with teargas or clubs, but even in these rare 

cases the event usually falls a great deal short of a riot. 

The strong police presence at these events is a measure taken in the interest of 

preserving the image of a well-ordered society in New York City. It is also part of a 

phenomenon Hardt and Negri call a violent counterrevolution. The occasional violence 

shows that the police are prepared to take such measures against protesters. It is apparent 

to certain leaders that such displays threaten hierarchical order, and they respond in a 

reflexive way by attempting to enforce it with police action. When the disenfranchised 

stand up, those in power respond with a threat.24 

Perhaps the greatest grievance against local government specifically in Manhat-

tan is the removal of protest from City Hall. This early 1800’s building would be the 

logical and legal commons for discourse – especially since the local laws are made there. 

However, because of the actions of Mayor Giuliani’s multiple layers of restrictions 

against protest, it is not lawful to express public opinion on the premises of City Hall 

Park.  
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Figure 4.2: New York City Hall, whose steps were for nearly 2 centuries a major speech site. 

This author, for one, finds this development outrageous. The bureaucratized 

spaces of democracy have become far too stringent in their workings, and perhaps too 

expedient. It is the opinion of the author that the denial of the network of resistance to 

voice its opinion constitutes a grave injustice to democracy, and establishes the current 

order as illegitimate. If the hierarchies are to remain, they must not be allowed to shut 

out the opinions of the individuals they represent. Proposed here is a new center of 

government, built of the remainder of the formerly democratic edifice of a city hall that 

stands on Broadway and Chambers in Manhattan. A new iteration of democracy, a step 

along the path to a truly workable system of democratic inclusion may be created here. 

We will begin by theorizing a space for democracy inspired by the ideas of 

Chantal Mouffe. We will embrace the virtues of plural dissent and agonistic debate that 

acknowledges the impossibility of complete consensus and gives leaders a chance to 

deal with those who would be excluded in a sensitive way. We will acknowledge the 

needs of points of view from various contexts. It will be a center for media of all kinds, 

with flexible spaces that garner direct access to the bureaucratized spaces of government 

at all times. It will be a convergence between the hierarchical forms of government and 
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the horizontal networks of multitudes of dissenters. The interaction will begin to ap-

proach constantly renewing organizations of horizontal control. 

       

Figure 4.3: A spatial program for a space of pluralist dissent 

The result will be a laboratory; a flexible space in which anything can happen 

from day to day, as long as it is done nonviolently. The new science of democracy that 

Hardt and Negri theorize might be possible in our present society will be born here, in 

this new experiment of democratic representation. 

Negotiations will have to be made for security. This proposal is aimed at reform-

ing a hierarchy to acknowledge and better cooperate with networks, rather than become 

inundated by the relatively non-destructive but potentially disruptive power of a protest. 

The preoccupation with security such organizations have is strongly linked to the 

purpose of these organizations: the fulfillment of the social contract – the exchange of 

certain liberties for safety and the ability to carry out one’s daily transactions in peace.  

Still, the liberties of the network have been eroded too much already in New 

York City and it is time that the demos receive some of them back. While some precau-

tions should be taken, it is the opinion of this author that the security of the current City 

Hall administration is far too high. As Hardt and Negri point out: “…when productive 
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mechanisms rely increasingly on expansive open networks of communication and 

cooperation, then the notion of a basic conflict with everyone tends to seem increasingly 

unnatural.”25 

Wherever people protest, a proper facility should be allotted for their civic dis-

play. In this fashion, their workings can be understood and dealt with in a truly effective 

way – by giving them what they need. Currently, New York City Hall does not have 

such a site. When at last this two-hundred year old edifice of the old order has been 

opened to the public, and speech of all types and contexts have been acknowledged, 

New York City government will finally have an ear, as well as an eye on the Acoustico-

political Urbanscape that has developed around it. 
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V. Democracy : Always under Construction 

As was mentioned in the introduction, New York City has been on a path to-

wards an elimination of dissent. The recent administrations will use any argument to 

support this end. In 1998, after a bombing of two U.S. Embassies in East Africa and a 

bomb threat to the World Trade Center, the Giuliani administration tightened security 

over City Hall. The City Hall steps had been a popular point for various forms of public 

discourse, until 1998, when Mayor Rudolph Giuliani initiated Operation Bravo, a plan to 

tighten security over all of Manhattan. During that year, Giuliani also undertook a 

project to renovate City Hall Park. He promised that after the renovation, the steps 

would be reopened to the public. Barricades and metal detectors were placed at the 

entrance to city hall. As an article in the New York Times stated on October seventh, 

1999, access to city hall facilities were restricted only to those who could prove they had 

business inside. The City Council speaker of that year, Peter Vallone, spoke against 

Giuliani’s decision after the completion of the park renovation to allow the police to 

keep the barricades at the front of city hall. He claimed that the decision undermined the 

entire multi-million dollar renovation, the purpose of which was to “let people in, not 

keep people out.” 

Security of the hall was placed in the hands of the police. Attendance in City Hall 

Plaza, as the space immediately in front of the City Hall Steps is called, was limited to 

fifty people. Ever since, the police have continued to screen people at the city hall steps. 

The metal detectors are still there today, along with police officers and a clipboard. In 

fact, this author was denied access on several occasions.1 
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To make matters worse, amplified speech was banned in City Hall Plaza in 2002. 

A year prior to this, a ban on amplified sound in said plaza was seen as unconstitutional, 

since the venue selectively allows or disallows amplified sound based on the content of 

the speech. For example, they would allow sports related rallies, but not protest rallies. 

The federal appeals court ruled, however, that noise level is a legitimate public concern 

and that city hall should be allowed to put a ban on amplified sound. This was seen as a 

great vindication to Giuliani’s policy, which had been trying for a very long time to 

eliminate dissent from City Hall.2 

To complicate matters further, Giuliani converted Tweed Courthouse (behind 

city hall) to the department of education, and even started a school study program, in 

which students have classes in Tweed Courthouse for three weeks out of the year. As 

wonderful as it is to have students learn about government, it gives Giuliani strong legal 

ground to keep protest away from the park entirely, since protests are prohibited on 

educational property. 

City Hall Park security has been tightened as well. Reverend Al Sharpton led his 

organization in a protest against new policy regarding the homeless in New York City. 

He and his group of activists laid tarps down in City Hall Park on December 6th 1999. 

They were promptly arrested when it became clear that they were about to set up camp. 

Apparently, this was a form of speech and a location that was not protected by the rights 

of free speech in the eyes of the Giuliani administration.3 He had previously called the 

mayor’s new policies “unfair, class-based and in many ways, race-based.”4 

Giuliani’s own policies towards protest and dissent have been since called many 

things. By some, New York has been said to have become a safer city to live in because 
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of Giuliani, and most likely it has. Others see a different side to Giuliani’s reforms. 

Giulianism, as it is sometimes called, has been described by many as a trend towards 

authoritarianism. An egregious quote from Giuliani’s early years as Mayor states an 

attitude about governance : "Freedom is about authority. Freedom is the willingness of 

every single human being to cede to lawful authority a great deal of discretion about 

what you do and how you do it."5 

The grievances against New York’s central authority do not end with Mayor Gi-

uliani, however. The current Mayor, Michael Bloomberg, who happens to be very 

popular with certain minorities such as gay and women’s rights proponents, has not 

removed many of the barriers to free speech at city hall, and has even enacted legislation 

to actively turn Manhattan, in its entirety, into a rally free zone.  

First of all, where protest is concerned, the Bloomberg administration will often 

attempt to withhold any permit that is requested. In 2003, a permit to parade was denied. 

Instead, the protesters, who numbered in the hundreds of thousands gathered at the 

proposed starting point, and literally began to coagulate like a giant blood clot of people. 

The gathering reportedly stretched from First Avenue and 49th Street for twenty blocks 

in one direction and two or three blocks in the other. Like a city-wide heart attack, traffic 

was stopped dead in the city for hours. Seldom does one hear of such a counterproduc-

tive measure of anti-protest policy as the concentration of a rally on one point of the city 

streets.6 It can be shown that denying a permit is not enough to stop a major protest, and 

is in fact guaranteed to make the results all the more staggering. 

For years there have been attempts to hold rallies in Central Park. This is the best 

way to run a rally as hundreds of thousands of people are safely accommodated and very 
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little obstruction of Manhattan’s social machinery would take place. There are many 

who still believe that in order to have a protest disruption like that which occurred on the 

UC Berkley campus in the 1960’s is required. However, as we saw earlier in the paper, 

the halting of capital can sometimes be a detriment to reform and revolution. The 

movement of capital is the motion of a constant revolutionizing force that can be utilized 

to a revolutionary’s advantage. It is vital that protesters pick the right site – one that is 

indeed in the public eye but does not halt the very forces that keep revolution an eco-

nomic constant. A non-disruptive site can be the ideal site for a revolution. When non-

disruptive sites are ideal for dissent, an agonistic relationship based on adversarial 

relationships rather than friend and enemy distinctions will be evident. 

 Still, the Bloomberg administration uses the same excuse over and over again to 

deny Central Park as a protest site, claiming that the grass is too fragile for hundreds of 

thousands of protesters to gather on it. However, similarly sized events are frequently 

hosted in Central Park: an Elton John Concert for example… In 2004, the anti-war 

organization United for Peace and Justice planned to acquire a permit to gather in 

Central Park for the Republican National Convention.7 They expected over 200,000 

protesters from all over the country to attend, but were not granted a permit. An alterna-

tive was suggested : an arid treeless stretch of sandy land on the other side of a highway. 

The protesters refused this site, and the rally was slated to continue. Bloomberg insisted 

that protest was a privilege, and not a right. United for Peace and Justice insisted on their 

first amendment rights, however, and continued to set up the protest. At the last minute, 

Bloomberg allowed Union Square as a site. The protest was a success, but was certainly 



 

     86

not helped by the actions of the mayor, who repeatedly tried to deny the protesters their 

needs. 

The most recent legislation that has been reported this year on this issue is the 

outright refusal of Central Park for a rally, with the suggested alternative of Van Cor-

tlandt Park in the Bronx or Long Meadow at Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. There would be 

no more gatherings of more than 50,000 people in Manhattan if Bloomberg had his way. 

This is too high a price to pay. The strong culture of opinionated dissent in Manhattan is 

a valuable asset to this country that could save it from the despotic trends that have 

threatened this country in recent years, and ought be cultivated, not choked.8  

Furthermore, there is the question of how legal the measures taken by the Giulia-

ni and Bloomberg administrations are in the first place. Traditionally, the “public forum” 

is the basic term for spaces in which protected speech must be allowed. Schneider v. The 

State of New Jersey was a Supreme Court decision which ruled that no city may impose 

ordinances banning any form of free speech just because it will impose costs on the city. 

This decision, one would think, would invalidate Bloomberg’s proposed reason for 

denying permits to use Central Park. Hague v. CIO, another court case, ruled that it was 

permissible to use government property for free speech purposes. The ruling was the 

following : 

Wherever the title of streets and parks may rest, they have immemorially 

been held in trust for the use of the public and, time out of mind, have 

been used for purposes of assembly, communicating thought between cit-

izens, and discussing public questions. Such use of the streets and public 
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places has, from ancient times, been a part of the privileges, immunities, 

rights and liberties of citizens.9 

By this reasoning, it may be illegal for the government to withhold City Hall 

Park, or the city hall steps for speech purposes. These rulings, as it has been shown in 

New York City, prove difficult to enforce. It then is the citizens’ duty to advocate the 

creation of environments that eliminate the possibility of infringement of these rights by 

those in power, and the architects’ responsibility to design them in the service of the 

multitude. These environments, by their embrace of dissent, would tend to cultivate a 

form of rewarding active participation in democracy. 

To cultivate such a truly democratic society that acknowledges dissent in any 

context, there must be a designed space for this dissent : a place where it can find a 

coherent voice that will be heard and understood. In fact, we might develop a program 

for the juxtaposition of the bureaucratized spaces of government, and the activity of the 

Network of public discourse. A democratic debate already ensues in what remains of the 

public sector, and government remains largely isolated from it. The program which I 

proposed in the previous chapter breaks down the barriers between the bureaucratic 

machine of government and the multitude. 

 

New York City Hall Park : A Historical Quagmire 

 Much of City Hall Park’s history is not fully understood. The Art commission, 

when asked, claims that it is not possible to accurately portray the full history of the 

building and the park. I have attempted to put together a timeline with some major 

events, based on certain sources. I make no claims to a complete expertise on the history 
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of this site, however. As one correspondent from the Arts Commission stationed in the 

attic of City Hall told me, it would be impossible to fully understand the history of this 

sparsely documented site. 

Few resources remain explaining what the park looked like when it was first de-

signed in 1870. In 1998 and 1999, the park was restored to what is believed to resemble 

its state in 1870, without many of the buildings that existed at that time.    

   

Figure 5.1: A timeline of officially documented events associated with the site of City Hall Park 
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The selective nature of their proposal speaks volumes of their true interest in his-

tory. The park was restored to a state of “19th century beauty,” but not to its physical 

state at that time. The ‘restoration’ of the park to that particular date is convenient to an 

agenda of eliminating free speech. For example, restoring the park to this date allowed 

Giuliani to put back a fence that was likely removed when the post office was built.10 

What Giuliani did not restore to the site was a slew of buildings, some with less than 

flattering histories. Two notorious prisons existed on the site in 1870: the New Gaol and 

the Bridewell. Also present on the site was a structure called the Rotunda, and a fire-

house. 

Two articles written on the reopening of the restored park share this sentiment. 

One by Herbert Muschamp points out that there is a difference between history and 

historical motif. He illustrates that the renovation of City Hall Park was an exercise 

primarily in crowd control, a similar exercise to those practiced in malls or theme 

parks.11 On a similar note, David M. Herzenhorn made a point of recognizing the 

shortcomings of the historical value of this renovation. It hardly acknowledges a history 

of executions, prisons and burials, while tightening security at city hall.12 

 

The Agonist Spatial Program 

Obtaining accurate information about City Hall and its park was a long exercise 

in navigating bureaucracy. The New York Historical Society was willing to provide the 

original drawings for photographing. The drawings used in this project are based on 

these drawings, with edits applied through physical survey (See Appendix A). The Arts 

Commission was willing to give a tour for this purpose. In order to gain unsupervised 
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access, however, it was necessary to be at city hall, nicely dressed, at the time of a 

council session. Access to the basement for survey was only possible when correspond-

ing with the newspaper offices located there. Even then, security was very tight. 

Momentarily overstepping my boundaries – quite by accident, of course – my partner 

and I were approached by a very distressed security officer, whom we had not seen 

around anywhere at the time. It was very clear that access to the spaces of city hall is 

very tightly controlled. 

Juxtaposing the spaces of dissent with the spaces of bureaucracy is a matter of 

peeling back barriers, especially the barriers created by Giuliani’s interventions de-

scribed in the previous section. This has to be done in a way that the climate does not 

interfere, however. As was discussed in the second chapter, what made democracy 

possible in ancient Greece was a favorable year-round climate, a benefit that is not 

available in New York City. For this reason, facilities must be provided for outdoor heat 

lamps to be installed temporarily from time to time. 

Currently, New York City Hall’s Council Chambers are surrounded by thick 

walls with neatly arrayed chairs – or during the stated meetings, desks for the council 

members. During these meetings, the chairs and desks are not used as much as one 

would think. The council members and various visitors walk the chamber, speaking to 

each other and responding when called upon by the members speaking and conducting 

the meeting from the front of the room. Despite calls to order, the city council tends to 

remain a swarm of activity that seldom sits still or orderly. Their connection to the 

multitude seems evident, in the carnevalesque character of committee hearings. 
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 This is the most important body to link to the multitude directly. It would be 

pointless to even try and make the mayor’s office more directly accountable with a 

spatial intervention. The executive branch of government is the body of representative 

democracy most closely resembling a leviathan, and as such is the least participatory 

form of governance. The mayor’s primary concern, just like the president’s main con-

cern as commander in chief, is security, which is often at odds with dissent. Solving the 

problems of democracy inherent in this branch cannot be done by an architect, or in a 

project that seeks to embrace dissent. This is a frontier that must be discussed in a forum 

of pure political theory, perhaps questioning the value of a singular sovereign entity in 

democracy in the first place. 

 In this design, the barriers are broken down by eliminating the fence altogether, 

and by pulling the walls off of the council chamber, and making it a full height room 

with glass facades, both visible to, and cognizant of the outside world. The walls will not 

be destroyed, but rather placed a distance from the council chamber, to serve as histori-

cal showpieces of the design, as well as an implication of extension of the council 

chamber outside of the boundaries of the building envelope. 

 Currently, when there is more than one meeting in City Hall simultaneously, one 

of the meetings will move to a building at 250 Broadway. This could potentially create 

confusion over where a meeting is being held for outsiders, leading to a deprivation of 

transparency. Ideally, the council members should stay on this site. A second chamber 

will be built opposite the original chamber. This chamber can be used when the first 

chamber is occupied.  
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Figure5.2: Main Floor of New City Hall Site 

 

Figure5.3: Lower Floor of New City Hall Site 
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Government Space Cannot be Private Space 

 The bulk of City Hall may remain secure, but not the chambers. When council is 

not in session the glass curtain walls at the front of the chamber will be opened, allowing 

people to observe the space of democracy, or even use it for their own events. During 

this time, the door leading directly into the building from the chamber will be locked, or 

secured. Visitors to the building itself will have to use the front entrance or the lower 

entrance (described later) which will be secure entrances. 

The level below the council chamber, which now houses press offices and the 

City Hall offices of the New York Police Department, will also be made transparent. The 

NYPD will be brought directly underneath the council chambers, so that security can be 

offered more directly. This is also a step taken for the empowerment of the multitude. 

Though the police can see everything, everything the police do can be seen by those on 

the site as well. There will be no secrets here. This station will be a fully functional 

police station, which serves not only the security of the building, but also the people of 

the area. 

 Once the barriers have been broken down, the multitude must be brought togeth-

er with the city council to oversee their work as well as offer its own points of view. A 

broad ramp will be run right by the council chamber, through the space created by the 

separated walls of the old City Hall. It will rise to the height of the floor of the council 

chamber at a rate far more generous than that required by the American Disabilities Act. 

This way access to this new space of democracy is granted to all disenfranchised groups. 

The portion of the ramp in proximity to the council chambers will be isolated from 
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subway noise (on rubber pads or springs), and will be connected to the slabs of the 

council chambers. In this way, ground-borne environmental noise from the subway 

below will not penetrate the chambers as easily, but footfall noise from the space of 

dissent will. The chambers will not be allowed under any circumstances to ignore the 

outside world.  

 Free expression is granted to all on this site. A system of permanent scaffolding 

is erected around the ramp, allowing space to gather, as well as erect displays, banners, 

sculpture, or even electronic equipment – most likely with a permit, of course. Acoustic-

al panels are suspended over the site to create a space with some speech intelligibility, in 

the hopes that even without speech amplification; a speech would be understood in this 

space. The reflectors are made of a fabric loosely applied to steel frames. They will 

function by reflecting the high frequency speech content, while not reflection low –

frequency traffic noise. Public address systems would convey sound from inside the 

chambers to the outside, as well as sound from outside into the chambers.  

 

Figure 5.4: The Scaffolding System, viewed in context with the walls removed from City Hall 
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Surveillance as a Double Edged Sword 

 New York politics are world politics. This truism necessitates a form of world-

wide access to a site like this. Web-accessible cameras will be placed in various spots on 

the site, showing not only the council meetings, but the people passing by or gathering at 

the council meetings. In fact, every camera that the police have installed on the site must 

be made web-accessible, as well as media accessible. Technologies like these have made 

it possible to bring accessibility of public space to all realms domestic and abroad. It 

should be used in that way.  

 

Figure 5.5: The camera views shown above would be accessible by internet in real time all over the world. 

A cosmopolitan citizenship can be achieved by extending access to the site to 

people from all over the world. A cosmopolitan participation can be achieved by allow-

ing these individuals to submit commentary to the event of public political action, so 

comments from abroad may be made on the web-accessible light marquee that is 
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mounted on the east wall of the building that is now placed a distance away from the 

original chamber. 

 

Figure 5.6: The light marquee as built around the speech site, conveying opinions from all over the world. 

 

A Step Along the Way 

 Finally, the space below the ramp will become a circulation space for the site, as 

well as an archive space, complete with a radio station, a recording studio, and an 

internet café. With a constant flow of people from all over the area, government may be 

entwined with a mobile form of agora. People today do not congregate in their daily 

business. They flow to their individual nodes all over the city, and while they share 

nodes, very few people have the same set of nodes which they visit on a daily basis. The 

best way to inject something into their lives is by incorporating in their journey between 
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nodes. By making government a node that people pass through to get to other nodes in 

their daily routine, one exposes people to government on a daily basis.  

 When the multitude and authority are juxtaposed, with not a single action being 

completed without management from the represented, a more horizontal mode of 

authority will have been achieved through spatial intervention. This is an example of 

how design can and should promote the development of democracy in its most absolute 

form. As the goals of the program are met (or not) the space may change as needed to 

achieve better, safer or more direct forms of representation. The ‘act of love’ may be 

facilitated through built form. 

 

Figure5.7: The speech site seen from on the ramp. 
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Figure 5.8: The speech site as seen from the council chambers. 

 

Figure 5.9: The model of the site. 
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Appendix: The Original Drawings of New York City Hall 

 

New York City Hall, Basement Level. Courtesy of the New York Historical Society 

 

 

New York City Hall, First Floor. Courtesy of the New York Historical Society 
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New York City Hall, Second Floor. Courtesy of the New York Historical Society 
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