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Chapter 21

Action’s Design

Tali Hatuka

General Definition of the Term

Design, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, is “a plan or scheme 
conceived in the mind” and intended for subsequent execution, or the pre-
liminary idea that is to be carried into effect by action. In this sense, an 
act of protest is a design—a planned event envisioned in the minds of its 
organizers—with two purposes: an external purpose in which protestors 
confront a target and thereby enhance the impact of their political message, 
and an internal purpose in which protestors confront themselves, thereby 
intensifying emotional and political solidarity among participants. At the 
heart of both purposes is a scheme—a designed action with social, spatial, 
and material dimensions. In other words, as a call for attention to a particu-
lar ideology, the action of protest is, first and foremost, a planned display 
whereby protesters design and use their available means to express beliefs 
and ideas.

Role in Protest Cultures

To further illustrate what the design of a protest entails, we delineate a 
few interconnected defining factors such as symbolic and communication 
practices, the forms of human gathering, and order and surveillance, all of 
which contribute to the dissent’s physical and cultural significance.

Generally, the design of an action assumes a relationship of interac-
tion among participants. The connection between leaders, participants, and 
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viewers during the event is carefully planned, with particular physical/spa-
tial relationships. For example, a speaker standing in a center of a circular 
space would project a message of being part of the crowd, emerging from 
it, as opposed to a speaker standing on a high podium at the edge of a rect-
angular space, evoking a distinct hierarchy and theatricality. While spatial 
proportions and building masses affect participants’ movements and their 
symbolic meaning, it is also the case that the physical setting of a protest—
whether held in an institutional space like a civic square, in a leisure place 
like park, or in the city streets—is often modified by the installation of a 
stage, microphones, flags, and posters, which reinforce the visual and textual 
symbols of the event. In terms of designing a protest, the choice of location 
is also closely connected to the expected and desired number of participants, 
which depends on the space’s attributes of surveillance and control.

In addition to the effect of space on the form of human gathering, 
timing and scale are also critical to defining the action’s design. By timing, 
we mean whether an event is held during the day or night, whether it is 
short or long, repetitive or singular. By scale, we mean the size of a place 
and the number of people it can host (scale of place) and whether the protest 
takes place at the local, national, or global level (scale of protest), as well as 
their interrelationships. These two factors, timing and scale, have a crucial 
impact on the choice of place for the action. Thus, for example in a case 
of a mass congregation, a monumental space contributes to transforming 
the individual into an anonymous participant, an integral part of a unified 
entity. When this same place is empty, the scale and physical features of its 
space are a continuous reminder of the regime’s power as well as action’s 
monumentality.

In an action’s production of symbols and strategies, the media is a criti-
cal component that influences political decision-making and public opinion, 
thus acting as a decisive participant in protest. For this reason, the design of 
an action must include a way to engage with the media to attract attention. 
In fact, advocates of social change have now come to depend on the use 
of media. At the same time, protest activities have helped fill the media’s 
need for a steady supply of spectacular images and stories, thus creating an 
interdependent relationship that must be acknowledged as part of an event’s 
design.

Order is another key component of a protest, designating two inter-
related systems: the order of the assembly and the order of the space. The 
order of the assembly and its ritual performance components (i.e., marching, 
gathering, singing, clothing, even the scheduled timing and length of the 
event) represent the way participants see themselves either as supporters 
or protesters against social order, all within the culture of their society.1 
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This order has a dual role: it is a mechanism for constructing meaning and 
for interpreting social reality, and it is a device for negotiating between 
the state and the citizen. The order of the assembly takes place within the 
arrangement of a physical space, which includes the setting’s topography, 
boundaries, traffic movements, and building uses (i.e., governmental, com-
mercial, or residential). The space’s setting and design, defined by architects 
and authorities, are representations of the civic identity of the society. For 
example, when protestors march together, they aim to reclaim or symboli-
cally possess their city, or particular public spaces in the city. They modify 
(temporarily) the daily hum of urban life with dynamic vocal and visual 
messages through which they challenge the established social order identi-
fied with the dominant powers. Thus, the form of a march and its route are 
critical to attracting spectators and additional participants. As such, march-
ing in the main plaza of a city or passing by government buildings indicates 
the intention of the protestors to communicate with officials and challenge 
or sway their decisions. Marching in residential areas or gathering at non-
governmental venues outside of the center indicates the group’s intention 
to protest far from the hegemonic powers, as a contraposition to them. By 
extension, the group can then be seen as imposing their order over whatever 
space they occupy.

The well-known example of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, 
marching in circles, reveals how an innovative act emerges from both the 
space’s design (the paved circle around the monument) and the legal limi-
tations of protesting against the regime. This example shows how groups 
appropriate space by redefining its access, appearance, and representation, 
and reclaim the space by using some of its physical attributes, modifying its 
cultural origin. Another example is the Israeli “Women in Black” who tem-
porarily appropriate “informal public spaces” throughout Israel every Friday 
afternoon.2 These relatively small groups have the power to decide their own 
spatial configuration, performance acts, and means of action. However, in a 
case of large assemblies, it is the powers (i.e., the political parties or institu-
tions) that define the spatial configuration of the crowd by planning the size 
of the space to best suit the number of people assembling, enhancing the 
sense of togetherness and solidarity among participants, both reinforcing the 
crowd’s perception of its own power and reassuring those in power.

Surveillance practices, in use in most public spaces, are an integral part 
of the planning of any protests. Some of the space characteristics are modi-
fied temporarily to fit the order of the action, with barriers, blocked routes, 
and adjusted traffic rules controlling the order of the crowd’s movement. In 
addition, police attempt to maintain this order through additional means of 
surveillance, such as cameras and secret agents in a crowd, to remain alert 
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Figure 21.1. Forms of gatherings, Buenos Aires, 2006. © Photo by Tali Hatuka

Figure 21.2. Forms of gatherings, London, 2007. © Photo by Tali Hatuka
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to any form of violence that might occur. Yet, in many assemblies, there is 
direct coordination between the organizers (activists or political powers) 
and the police.3 This coordination is often seen as desirable by both sides, 
with the first seeing it as a means of keeping safe and the latter as a means 
of maintaining civil order.

Surveillance is also empowered by modern technology and is clearly the 
most effective means of achieving what Foucault has called “docile bodies,” 
citizens targeted by power control.4 Furthermore, the increased media atten-
tion provides additional surveillance, controlling events simultaneously 
from above and on the ground. However, one must be careful when using 
these terms, as surveillance and enforced order can be challenged through 
sociopolitical agencies, as in the case of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, who 
operated under a military coup. The order’s significance, of both assembly 
and space, is that it serves as a means of control, but it can also become a 
means of liberation and mediation.

There is also the question of overdesign and aestheticizing of the action 
that is often associated with totalitarian regimes. This was evident with 
the Nazi party, which relied on carefully contrived architectural orches-
tration and lighting, as in the 1934 Zeppelin Field event masterminded 
by the architect Albert Speer. Speer directed a battery of 130 antiaircraft 
searchlights in the night sky to create his famous “cathedral of light.” By 
developing the sublime in Nazi Germany, argues Leach,5 the architecture 
set the scene for an aesthetic celebration of the violence that underpinned 
Fascist thinking, thereby enlisting architectural aesthetics to serve political 
power and increase the tensions between ideologies and ethics.

These parameters—symbolic meaning, scale and the form of gathering, 
order, and surveillance—along with cultural and functional definitions, play 
a crucial role in the design of a protest’s action and in producing meaning 
(see Table 21.1). It is these parameters that frame a protest’s form (i.e., design 
or structure) and practice (i.e., enactment). Being flexible and dynamic, 
these parameters express citizens’ negotiations among themselves and with 
the regime, thus making the logic of how they are put together crucial to 
how they work, and to that which their designs enable them to accomplish.6

Research Gaps and Open Questions

Protests are designed and planned actions, with event physicality affecting 
both the participants’ movement and performance as well as the socio-
spatial definition of the protest. However, the relationship between protest 
and space has not been studied in depth. In part, the reason for this derives 
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from the historical and theoretical development of protest analysis in the 
social sciences, in which culture, behavior, reasoning, and mobility have 
been the main parameters rather than the physical and formal settings of 
the protest itself. The physical implications of protest in the architecture 
of civic squares has not received much attention, nor has the use of the 
public arena. Recent studies have addressed the role of built spaces in con-
structing a national identity,7 focusing on architecture as a cultural artifact 
within intricate power geometries.8 Particular attention has been paid to the 
architectural concept of buildings as mediators between civic society and its 
urban image.9 Yet, addressing questions such as what makes citizens choose 
protest? or why do they choose a particular form of protest and how do they 
use space?, expand the theoretical understanding of the relationship between 
the action’s meaning and the action’s physicality.

Tali Hatuka is an architect, urban planner, and head of the Laboratory of 
Contemporary Urban Design in the Department of Geography and Human 
Environment at Tel Aviv University. Hatuka works primarily on social, plan-
ning, and architectural issues, focusing on the relationships between urban 
regeneration and development, violence, and life in contemporary society. 
Her recent book, Revisioning Moments: Violent Acts and Urban Space in Con-

Table 21.1. Matrix of Action’s Design

Parameters of 
action design

Symbolic and com-
munication practices Forms of gathering

Order and 
surveillance

Form
Influences ritual 
performance 
components

Subjective to 
social norms, 
configurations of 
appropriation

Negotiates with 
authorities/permits

Scale
Affects interaction 
among participants 
(internal)

Affects size  
of assemblies  
(small/large, 
formal/informal)

Affects order of 
assembly and  
order of space

Media Boosts message and 
impact (external)

Defined in expec-
tation of possible 
media coverage

Contributes to 
control practices

Place
Impacts rhythm 
and symbols on 
action’s message

Affects event’s form 
and scale

Impacts control 
management  
(by participants)
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temporary Tel Aviv was published both in English (Austin, TX, 2010) and 
Hebrew (Tel Aviv, 2008). Her work has been published in a wide range of 
journals, including the Journal of Urban Design International, the Journal 
of Architecture, the Journal of Architecture and Planning Research, Planning 
Perspectives, Political Geography, and Geopolitics.
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